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Abstract 
This ethnographic study investigates the experiences of those learning tailoring and trading in 
Freetown, Sierra Leone via apprenticeships, other on-the-job training or Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training programs (TVET). I examine these forms of occupational training by 
investigating the practices underway, how knowledge transmission occurs, as well as why learners 
engage with and what they get out of these activities. I consider how the job learners utilise 
occupational training as a manner of increasing social, cultural and economic capital in Bourdieu's 
sense of those terms to navigate the urban labour market. 
    I find that the learners aspire fundamentally to social mobility and a sense of self-worth. To achieve 
this, they use four main tactics: flexibility, reframing, co-operation and diligence. However, I find all 
tactics are developed in response to greatly circumscribed opportunities to obtain a good and stable 
income, and increased social status, due to structural inequality. Local political neoliberal discourse 
on youth unemployment emphasising diligence, belies these inequities and the limited ways in which 
social mobility is within the individual’s control. Hence, I argue, a focus on training without addressing 
structural inequality is inadequate. 
     As the training usually does not lead to paid and reliable employment, I argue it serves more 
fundamentally as a form of moral education and a vehicle for personal and social development. I argue 
it helps develop certain personal moral traits and alleviate society's concern about immoral "idle 
youth". Further, that it helps develop what I term resilience capital; that is, the hard-working and 
stubborn disposition developed by reframing previous experiences of adversity, which may later assist 
the individual in acquiring other forms of capital. 
     Although not its main focus, this study also seeks to contribute to academic scholarship through 
developing our understanding of knowledge transmission. I find that the process of knowledge 
transmission is fundamentally social and shaped by hierarchy, subjective positions of power, the 
inculcation of moral and ethical values, and more dependent for success on various forms of capital 
than it might at first appear.  
      
Key words: On-The-Job (OTJ) training, apprenticeship, Technical and Vocational Education and 
Training (TVET), Sierra Leone, urban, labour market, tailoring, trading, practice theory, social 
mobility, moral education, youth, unemployment, livelihood, informal sector  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Preface  

The air is filled with sounds, sprinkled with sand blown in by the Harmattan winds, and female 

traders line Sani Abacha street with their stands. They are discussing prices with potential 

buyers, as traders pass with their market (goods), walking around, balancing red plastic buckets 

filled with drinking water sachets and little bags of groundnuts on their heads. Kekes (tuk-tuks) 

optimistically make their way through the steady stream of pedestrians, accompanied by 

honking of horns. 

     I make my way between the tables where some traders display stacked rice sacks and big 

cans of cooking oil, others show flashlights, batteries and sticky tape. Some of the numerous 

stands have multi-coloured parasols, protecting their owner from the hot sun. A few streets 

down, I enter through the gates to a courtyard. Three women of various ages squat on the steps 

of their houses, one cleaning tiny red and green peppers in a bucket of water, two slicing with 

knives the stems of potato leaves so finely that the green stalks turn to mush in the bowls below. 

     I walk up the stairs to Mr Barrie’s1 tailor shop. The tin doors are only pulled at night. The 

tailors and apprentices have a view over the bustling street just below. Mohammed greets me 

from behind his machine: “Hey Bim! Ow di bodi? Adama is not here today, she is visiting 

relatives up North. You can sit at her machine.” 

     Mohammed is in his late twenties, tall and slender, often dressed in matching pants and shirt 

he sewed himself. Tailoring is only one of his many skills, and others include an impressive 

proficiency in banter. His mischievous and equally amusing remarks are generally followed by 

a big laugh where he throws his head back and exposes the characteristic gap between his front 

teeth. 

     As I take my seat, apprentice Aisha exclaims “finish!” and leaves her place behind the 

sewing machine to hold up the patterned blouse she just made against her body. Her lively eyes 

radiate with contentment. “You lak?” she asks, and I praise her work. She smiles, lays the piece 

 
1 All names of interlocutors are pseudonyms. 
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of clothing over her table and, upon sitting down, rests her head in her arms to have a break 

after hours of focusing.  

     Elderly Mariama is standing in the far end of the workshop. She wraps a scarf around her 

head, rolls out a plastic, woven mat on the floor and, closing her eyes, starts mumbling the 

second prayer of the day. Mohammed sharpens a crayon for marking the fabric that awaits him 

on a big working table. In the corner, Mr Jalloh is seated by his table, immersed in attaching 

pockets to a suit jacket. With his head bent, eyes fixed on the work, a measuring tape casually 

thrown over his thin shoulders and a couple of needles squeezed between his lips, he looks the 

epitome of his profession. 

 

Mohammed and the other tailors and apprentices in Mr Barrie’s tailor shop are some of the 18 

main interlocutors who have informed this study. Other key participants the reader will hear 

more about include Binta, a proud trader, 26 years of age, who lives outside Freetown with her 

aunt’s family, and Alusine, who is a tailor who owns his own tailor shop and teaches in a 

Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) institution. Alusine is tall and laid 

back, in his mid-thirties and lives in a peri-urban area outside of Freetown. Michael, too, will 

feature somewhat in the text below. He is an articulate and university-educated 25-year-old 

trader who owns a shop located in the centre of the capital city from which he sells business 

books. Mild-mannered Abdul, 22 years of age, is his apprentice. 

 

Aim and terminology 

The aim of this study is to capture practices of tailor apprenticeships and tailoring vocational 

training, as well as on-the-job (OTJ) training in trade in and around Freetown, Sierra Leone. 

The study investigates how the occupational learners involved in these processes – mostly 

urban youth – navigate a labour market permeated by structural inequality, in pursuit of social 

mobility. I also consider how knowledge transmission occurs within these institutions, and 

what occupational learners gain from the training.  

      My aim is to capture what Enria terms “the social life of labour markets” (2018:113). I take 

the labour market to include the sum total of all forms of paid work, including employment, 

self-employment and the overlapping space between study and employment in which 

vocational training exists. 
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     My participants in this study are apprentices in tailor shops, tailor students in Technical and 

Vocational Education and Training (TVET), and learners of diverse types of commercial 

trading through on-the-job training, including those selling everyday items in street markets 

like the one described above. Also included are, practicing tailors and traders, including some 

who are also TVET teachers and one owner of a TVET institution. 

     The main research questions I pursue in the study are: how does learning and knowledge 

transmission work within these forms of training? What do the learners aspire to in life by 

means of their vocational pursuits and what do they gain from their occupational training? And 

how do they navigate the labour market in order to reach their goals? 

     Two terms that ought to be clarified at this early stage are “tactics” and “morals”. My use 

of “tactics”, as opposed to “strategies”, draws on the distinction proposed by de Certeau 

(1984:36ff). It reflects that my interlocutors, while hardly void of agency, nevertheless navigate 

labour market terrains where they experience uncertain and limited opportunities. The term 

“strategies”, for de Certeau, presupposes a greater position of power (ibid.). I use “strategy” 

when referring to situations in which my participants are in control of their environments to a 

higher extent, or when the theoretical distinction between the two terms is not of direct 

relevance. 

     For the moment, I define “morality”, in simple terms as “a system of rules and actions that 

predetermine conduct. [and that t]o act morally is to act in the light of a collective interest, 

since the domain of the moral is indistinguishable from the social domain” (Bray et al. 

1986:103, referring to Durkheim). I will elaborate further on defining morality in chapter three 

when I discuss occupational training as moral education. 

 

Background  

Social, political and economic context of the Sierra Leone labour market 
 

In order to put the social life of Sierra Leone's labour market today in context, it is necessary 

to briefly outline some of the social, political, historical, and economic forces that shaped it. 

Sierra Leone gained independence from the United Kingdom in 1961, but the social inequality 

of colonialism persisted, and, in broad terms, governments in subsequent decades were 

characterised by corruption, pseudo-democracy, and the political favouring of a small elite 
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(Keen 2005:9). At the same time, the majority of the population faced economic hardship and 

the populace's discontentment and desperation only grew (Enria 2018:56ff). The decay of state 

institutions and drastic shifts in patronage systems culminated in the outbreak of the civil war 

in the early nineteen-nineties (Bah 2011; Utas and Christensen 2016:25). The Revolutionary 

United Front (RUF), a Sierra Leonean rebel movement supported by Charles Taylor's Liberian 

rebels, entered Sierra Leone in 1991 and a decade of violent coups, military rule and brutal 

warfare ensued (Enria 2018:59ff). War crimes and dirty war tactics aimed at the civil 

population were used by the rebels and Sierra Leone Army alike (Mallet and Slater 2012:20; 

Utas and Christensen 2016:25). 

     In 2002, the war was declared over and today, Sierra Leone is in a democratisation process. 

Elections held since the war have been deemed both fair and peaceful, although in practice, 

there have been elements of violence (Christensen and Utas 2008).  

     Violent conflict has played a role in shaping the Sierra Leonean labour market, but it is 

possible to overstate its importance as discussed further below. The key issues Sierra Leoneans 

face on the labour market today pre-date the war and played a role in starting it, rather than the 

reverse. Theorists have argued that war is in fact not in every sense a state of exception. Paul 

Richards (1996:3) points out that the war in Sierra Leone was a social project among other 

social projects. Danny Hoffman (2008) shows how the mobilisation of combatants by, for 

instance, RUF was just one of many ways that the labour of young, disadvantaged men is and 

has been used in the past and present. The war in itself is, in part, concerned with the 

management of labour. In post-conflict times, these men are mobilised to work in areas ranging 

from mines and logging camps to the drug trade, not rarely by the same people as in the war 

(ibid.).  

     After the war, Sierra Leone received much economic support from international agencies 

and macroeconomic statistics in the early 2000’s give the impression that things were in fact 

going well as a whole: GDP was growing at a rapid rate and business activity, domestic as well 

as multi-national, seemed to be flourishing (Enria 2018:70ff). However, a look at the statistics 

of poverty and civil life at the time give quite a different view – the economic growth failed to 

reach the majority of the population. Although statistics are not to be uncritically taken for 

truth, in part because of the difficulty measuring informal sector activity, it is still telling that 

in 2014, 72.7 percent of the Sierra Leone population lived in multidimensional poverty (UNDP 

2014). The 2018 Sierra Leone Integrated Household Survey (Statistics Sierra Leone 2019:lii) 
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calculated the overall total poverty rate2 at 56.8 percent for the whole country. Key issues today 

include “an increasingly exclusionary market economy and […] a contracting state where 

redistribution [is] restricted to narrow networks” (Enria 2018:72). The labour market is 

characterised by unemployment, underemployment3, precarity, and the prevalence of low paid, 

unpaid, and/or low-quality work (Peeters 2009:108). 

“Youth unemployment” and the informal economy 

The COVID-19 pandemic has left workers in the informal economy, including in Sierra Leone, 

even more exposed than before, as employment security in the informal sector around the world 

is minimal and many get by on their daily income (ILO 2020). Yet, young people face particular 

challenges on the labour market compared to others. Peeters (2009:7) observes young people 

in Sierra Leone often have not yet had the time to acquire substantial skills nor to form the 

useful social connections so important for navigating the labour market.  

     It is difficult to obtain reliable numbers on unemployment in the country. In the State of the 

Youth Report, issued by the government in 2012, a broad definition of unemployment is used, 

as more narrow ones fail to capture “large numbers of discouraged[4] workers, high inactivity 

rates in both urban and rural areas, underemployment, and the quality of work” (Chipika 

2012:14).5 The report showed 60 percent of youth (people aged 15-35) were structurally 

unemployed “defined as those who were unemployed on the basis of standard unemployment 

data, those who were in the informal sector not by choice” and the "poor and very poor” in the 

categories communal farmers, family workers, informal sector and public sector  workers 

(ibid.). Unemployment is also up to four times higher than for this group than for older workers 

(ibid:17). 

     This illustrates that common understandings of “unemployment” are inadequate in 

accounting for the complexity of people’s – young but also others’ – experiences of work and 

disengagement. 

Jobs in the formal sector are not only scarce but difficult to obtain for most since they tend to 

be mediated by means of social contacts, and require tertiary education, while the majority of 

 
2 “Total poverty” accounts for abilities to manage both food and non-food expenditure.   
3 “Underemployment” entails “workers who, when asked, say they are willing and able to work more than they are currently 
working, according to a defined threshold of working time.” (ILO 2015:8). 
4 Discouraged workers are “People who want to work, but are not seeking work because they believe no suitable job is available 
for them” (ILO 2015:1). 
5 A standard definition of unemployment is described by the ILO/ILOSTAT (n.d.) as “all persons of working age who were: 
a) without work during the reference period, i.e. were not in paid employment or self-employment; b) currently available for 
work, i.e. were available for paid employment or self-employment during the reference period; and c) seeking work, i.e. had 
taken specific steps in a specified recent period to seek paid employment or self-employment.” 
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the population are not able to pay for these studies, and many are illiterate6. Even if obtained, 

jobs in the informal sector tend to be unreliable and insufficiently remunerated. 

     Over ninety percent of the population are not wage employed in the formal economy, and 

hence not adequately captured by most official unemployment statistics. The formal employees 

are mainly urban men (Braima and Turay 2017:30), limiting further the scope of how much 

formal sector statistics can say about the actual situation of all workers on the ground. 

     The boundary between the formal and informal sector is also notoriously difficult to define. 

The informal economy is sometimes defined by type of activity of the enterprise, and 

sometimes in the activity of the individual. The ILO (1972) has suggested that the informal 

economy is characterised by: 

“(a) ease of entry, (b) reliance on indigenous resources, (c) family ownership of enterprise, 

(d) small scale of operation,  often  defined in terms of hired workers less than ten, (e) labour-

intensive methods of production and adapted  technology,  (f) skills  acquired  outside the 

formal school system,  (g)  unregulated  and  competitive markets.” 

     In Africa’s informal sectors many people are engaged in a range of different subsistence 

activities in combination (Hart 1973; Bangura 1993:8; Ellis 1998).7 Due to the ease of entry 

and immediate (if small) revenue, many, particularly women and children, turn to petty 

trading8. Other common activities are domestic labour and hand-made crafts. It has, however, 

been pointed out that informal sectors are “deeply entwined” with formal ones (Meagher 

2010:11). One instance of this is that many products created in the informal economy are sold 

in the formal one (Braima and Turay 2017:29).  

     A decline of jobs in the formal sector in many African countries has led to an increased pull 

to self-employment in the informal sector, resulting in high competition (Lindell 2010:2). This 

is one of the issues my interlocutors who wish to pursue self-employment face, and another 

prominent hindrance is a difficulty to obtain start-up capital. It has also been suggested that 

hostile planning policies, a lack of availability of land (Richards 1996:122ff; Ahadzie 

2009:272), high interest rates, and high market risks (Harris 2019) contribute to an 

unfavourable environment for micro-entrepreneurs in Sierra Leone.  

     All tailors, traders and learners interviewed for this study are training or working within the 

informal economy according to at least some of ILO’s defining characteristics. 

     Concern about high unemployment, particularly among youth, features prominently in 

 
6 The literacy rate was 43 percent of the population over age 15 in 2018 (World Bank 2018). 
7 In rural areas, subsistence farming is the dominant activity. 
8 “Petty trading” was the term generally used emically among my interlocutors for small-scale retail. Women – who make up 
the majority of these workers – engaged in this kind of trade would refer to themselves as “petty traders”. 
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domestic and international political discourse on Sierra Leoneans’ economic situation (see e.g. 

UNDP n.d.; Chipika 2012) and it is often linked to concern about renewed violent conflict. As 

Enria (2018:3ff) notes, young people in the unstable economies of post-conflict zones are often 

understood by the international aid community as “ticking bombs”, or violence just waiting to 

happen. 

     However, the link between youth unemployment and violent conflict is unclear. As 

Lindberg (2014:8) notes, some scholars have claimed a young population is, in itself, a risk 

factor for violence. Christiansen, Utas and Vigh (2006), writing about youth in African 

contexts, have argued that 'youth' exists not only as a generational, but also as a social category. 

Chronologically young people are in a liminal phase, as they are in-between the dependence of 

childhood and independence of adulthood. This phase is expected to last for a limited time, and 

the youth become adults in the eyes of society when they have fulfilled expectations placed on 

adults. These expectations often include that of being economically self-sufficient. In realities 

where it is hard to find paid employment, however, it might prove difficult to take the step into 

what society sees as adulthood. Some become ‘stuck’ in social youth, unable to establish 

themselves as self-sufficient. It is in this dissonance between social and chronological age 

(Vigh 2006) that marginalisation can occur. If this marginalisation leads to desperation, and 

certain mobilising forces are present, those trying to escape may join rebel movements and the 

like. 

     Enria (2018:80ff) has argued that the connection between idle youth and political revolt was 

potentially exaggerated by the international peacebuilding missions after the war to gather 

around a common goal, and the causal link between the two is not well established and probably 

simplified. I will return to the issue of social youthhood and the moral politics of idleness 

several times in this thesis. 

On-the-job training, child fosterage and social mobility 

Apprenticeships are a key method for youth generally, and those from disadvantaged 

socioeconomic backgrounds in particular, to obtain a job in Sierra Leone (Peeters 2009:80; 

Ahadzie 2009:266). As Hanson writes, 

“Not only is [an apprenticeship] pivotal to the transfer of skills, values and knowledge, but 

it also is a medium for attaining social mobility. Similarly, as a nexus of home and work, 

apprenticeship is not only dynamic, but it also is crucial to individual and household 

survival” (2005:170). 
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The apprenticeship is perhaps the most well-known form of on-the-job (OTJ) training, and one 

that has a long tradition in West Africa – but OTJ training is hardly limited to the articulated 

apprenticeship form in which one learns a “skill” or craft. It also includes, among other 

occupations, the seemingly less formalised learning of, for instance, trade/business by 

practicing it. OTJ training “takes place at an ordinary workplace and makes the job itself part 

of the instruction given and a means of acquiring practical skills” (Bas 1989:485). 

     An account of what OTJ training means in Sierra Leone, could be approached from many 

different directions. For instance, apprenticeships in occupations like weaving, leatherwork, 

and blacksmithing have a history of being entwined with coming of age-initiation rites into 

secret societies (Ahadzie 2009:263).  

     Apprenticeships and other OTJ training are also related to the common practice of child 

fosterage in Sierra Leone and arguably relate to aspirations of social mobility. In 2012, it was 

estimated one fifth of children in Sierra Leone did not live with their biological parents 

(Chipika 2012:48). Fosterage can take on many different forms but is generally a private 

agreement between relatives, friends, or acquaintances. One common (albeit simplified) 

example is that of a rural, poor family who sends a child to be cared for by economically better-

off relatives in a city or larger town, where opportunities are perceived as greater (Bledsoe 

1990). This example also shows the common parallel between fosterage and child migration 

(Hashim and Thorsen 2011:50;83ff), which I shall return to below.  

     Education is not free in Sierra Leone, primary education is not a given, and tertiary studies 

is a privilege of the few. Hence, sending a child to a prosperous aunt, for example, is one way 

to secure the child’s education. Or, an uncle who works as a tailor might agree to take their 

teenage niece or nephew in as an apprentice and house her or him. As we shall see illustrated 

in Binta’s example, adoption is often attended by labour duties and fostered children might, for 

instance, be called upon to assist in the family’s shop, while only the biological children attend 

school (see also Bledsoe 1990). 

     Fostering is so common in Sierra Leone and so connected to aspirations of social mobility 

that anthropologist Caroline Bledsoe has even suggested that among some groups “[a] rural 

child who has not been fostered out to a guardian of higher status or to a more urban area is 

presumed to be unworthy or dull” (1990:77). Fostering may function not only as a means of 

social mobility for the child but a means of socio-economic betterment for the whole family, 

as a child who benefits from studying or learning a skill might eventually assist his or her 

family economically and increase the whole family’s social status. Fosterage can serve as a 
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means of strengthening alliances within and between families (Goody 1982) – although, as 

Hashim and Thorsen (2011:15) importantly point out, children are not simply resources to 

adults’ goals, but can also exercise agency in these situations. For instance, older children might 

themselves initiate a move (ibid.). 

     Mend pikin is the Krio (Sierra Leone’s lingua franca) word used for fostered children. Its 

meaning is uncertain, but Bledsoe (1990:83) suggests about Sierra Leone that it refers to 

“minded children”, while Utas (2003:22) proposes it might also have to do with “mending”, as 

in mending someone’s manners, in the context of neighbouring Liberia. Placing aside the 

term’s original and local meaning, the idea of “mending” someone’s manners recurs in my 

material in relation to both fosterage and occupational training. As flagged earlier, the fosterage 

relationship is usually reciprocal and, in practice, this often means that the fostered child is 

expected to work hard for the members of their new household, for example, by doing 

housework (Bledsoe 1990). 

     The practice of fosterage speaks to the immense importance of social networks to the 

workings of Sierra Leoneans’ lives. It is a trust-based society and urban Sierra Leoneans, as do 

West Africans at large, rely immensely on reciprocal relationships with others to alleviate 

hardship, obtain security, create job opportunities and enable social and economic mobility 

(e.g. Utas 2012b). 

     Some of my interlocutors were learning tailoring through a vocational institution instead, in 

which workplace training comprises little or no part of the education. These institutions are 

immensely common in Sierra Leone and there is a parallel to fosterage in that TVET 

institutions often hold the promise of being a means of enhancing social mobility for 

marginalised individuals, but without the necessary family connections. 

Academic relevance 

Anthropologist Joël Noret argues that Africa is often portrayed in public debate as either a 

continent on the rise, or the location of poverty and extreme inequality (2020:1). Research 

projects like Circular Nomadism at Uppsala University (2017) stress the importance of moving 

beyond portrayals of African unemployed youth as either risk factors in the potential outbreak 

of renewed conflict or as “agents for change and for the future” (Lindberg 2014:5), and does 

so by looking at the actual strategies used by young West Africans to find employment. I take 

a similar starting point for this study, aiming to provide a nuanced picture of some of the 

workings of a subsection of the West African urban labour market, and how these are 

experienced by individuals. In order to improve the situation for this group, it is crucial to 
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understand their experiences – to investigate how these people navigate their study, training 

and work lives, what challenges they experience, and what tactics they utilise. 

     The informal sector has sometimes been seen as a predecessor to the formal sector, as 

Williams (2014:145) has noted. In reality, however, informal sectors around the world are 

hardly diminishing in favour of formal sectors – instead, they are expanding (Meagher and 

Lindell 2013:57ff), and hence they should be the focus of continued research.  

     There is a body of anthropological research on West African apprenticeships (e.g. Dilley 

2009; Argenti 2002; Marchand 2008). However, there is little research into how apprentice-

like training in less formalised circumstances works. Also, few scholars in the social sciences 

and humanities have theorised apprenticeship agreements and the social networks in which 

these are embedded as livelihood strategies (see Hanson 2005:164 as an exception), which is 

largely what I have aimed to do in this thesis. 

     From a perspective of applied anthropology, increased knowledge about mechanisms for 

acquiring employment could also benefit international aid organisations, local NGOs and other 

actors in projects aimed at educational training and labour market inclusion. 

     As the forms of training addressed in this study are immensely popular in urban Sierra 

Leone, they provide an opportunity to study a common form of knowledge transmission and 

attempt at social mobility. Further, due to the fact that the tailoring apprenticeship in particular 

involves an articulated process of learning, this institution contains plentiful material to delve 

into how learning actually works and to potentially gain insight into the process of learning in 

a more general sense. Gowlland has suggested the “apprenticeship can represent a powerful 

model to think about learning” (2014:759). Trading, in turn, is an arena well-suited to explore 

social positioning and realities of inequality on the labour market, as it includes a wide scope 

of activities and engages people of various backgrounds. 

 

Theoretical tools and terminology 

In this study, the theoretical tools primarily used are Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1977) and, 

to a lesser extent his concept of social space (e.g. 1989), which is outlined below. I also make 

use of Hodkinson and Sparkes' careership theory (1997) and Lave and Wenger’s theory of 

situated learning (1991), which I outline in detail in chapters one, two and three, where these 

theories are applied. I make minor use of some other theories and outline them as and where 

relevant.  
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A theory of practice  

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice relates foremost to societal power dynamics and the 

reproduction of social inequality (1977). The theory is not to be understood as a framework per 

se, but rather as a set of methodological “thinking tools” for analysis (Bourdieu and Wacquant 

1992:83). These tools consist of three main concepts: capital, habitus and field. 

     These three concepts attempt to explain how social inequality persists, which it does in part 

by cultural reproduction. Cultural reproduction entails that social institutions, like schools, 

function in such a way that the values and cultural tastes prominent among the upper classes 

of society are privileged and hence that society’s preference for these values and tastes over 

those of the lower classes, persist over generations. In order to explain individuals’ and groups’ 

social positioning, Bourdieu uses the economic term capital but expands it to include other, 

non-material assets that can be mobilised by individuals in order to better their standing in 

society, and that can be converted to economic capital in more roundabout ways (Bourdieu 

1986b). 

     Economic capital thus includes money or what can be converted directly into money, such 

as property rights (ibid.). Familiarity with the forms of culture valued by the upper classes 

and/or in a given arena or circumstance, constitutes cultural capital. Cultural capital takes 

embodied, institutional and objective forms, where embodied capital is mannerisms, language, 

tastes and the like; institutional forms are qualifications (e.g. academic) and titles; and objective 

capital consists of items such as books and works of art. Social capital has been described as 

“the sum of resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of 

possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual 

acquaintance and recognition” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:119).  

     Cultural and social capital assets function as symbolic capital when they are of the type 

valued on a specific field (Bourdieu [1984] 2000). Some capital assets are valued on certain 

sub-fields, like a trader’s knowledge of where in the market is an advantageous spot. Some 

capital assets are valued on more and broader fields and hence on a larger scale – like a master’s 

degree. The latter kind receives its higher value as the dominant classes on paper deem them 

desirable. "[T]he dominant is the one that occupies a position in the structure such that the 

structure acts on its behalf" (Bourdieu [2000] 2005:78). Class on paper is how Bourdieu 

understands social class, meaning that people who share similar assets of material and symbolic 

capital are understood as a group from an analytical perspective (Bourdieu 1985:725). This 

does not mean that they themselves experience affinity between each other or identify as a class 
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– it is an arbitrarily applied definition, but with real-life consequences. There can, however, be 

a tendency of individuals from the same class on paper to frequent the same places and engage 

in similar activities, which in turn can lead to a class habitus. 

     Habitus is perhaps the most used of Bourdieu’s terms (Maton 2014:49). Habitus aims to 

reconcile the relationship between structure and agency, to answer the question: “how can 

behaviour be regulated without being the product of obedience to rules?” (Bourdieu 1994:65; 

see also 1977). Bourdieu (1977:53) describes habitus as the embodied dispositions that 

sediment over time in the individual, group or institution. It focuses on how we act, feel and 

think, and it is pre-conscious, but also a process that is constantly being shaped in relation to 

experience and surrounding circumstances (Maton 2014:52). 

     A field is an arena, structured by power relations, where social positions are negotiated 

(Bourdieu 1984). Fields involve those of, for instance, art, education, law, but also myriads of 

subfields within these. Actors on the field are attempting to reach or maintain dominant 

positions within it, and those with better knowledge of the “rules” of the game have an 

advantage in their pursuits of these. What distinguishes fields from games, however, is that 

they are not deliberately created, and their “rules” (better understood as regularities) are not 

explicit (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:98). Embodied knowledge of how to act appropriately 

on a field can also be expressed as having a feel for the game (Bourdieu 1990b:66). Agents 

who act on a field strive to acquire desirable resources and do so from the starting point of their 

habitus and capital assets, however, fields are deeply relational and in turn mould habituses. 

Knowing the rules of the game in the field of trading in Freetown, for instance, can involve 

having developed a habitus that entails socially appropriate behaviour towards customers. 

     Bourdieu has been accused of conceptual vagueness (e.g. by Sullivan 2002). Perhaps 

because of this vagueness and ambiguity, his theories have been applied in a wide range of 

ways. On this basis, and also because the theories are intended as ‘thinking tools’, rather than 

theoretical frameworks, I understand the theory of practice as malleable to some extent in 

relation to the empirical material. For instance, I will in “cultural capital” include not only 

formal education and a familiarity with highbrow culture (which Bourdieu has also been 

criticised for being too concerned with, by e.g. Graaf at al 2000). Instead, I will also include 

cultural capital as it applies to the fields figuring in this study. For example, in this way, an 

apprentice’s ability to sew straight hems can be seen as functioning as cultural capital in the 

field of tailoring. 
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Navigating social space 

I also occasionally make use of Bourdieu’s concept of social space (e.g. 1989), as it is more 

explicitly concerned with spatiality and mobility than the similar concept of field. Deborah 

Reed-Danahay describes social space as “an underlying structure of symbolic classifications 

that is expressed and constructed by positionings of and relationships between habituses in 

physical space” (Reed-Danahay 2020:7). Social space is not something pre-existing; it is 

continuously created through social practices (ibid.). 

     The “space” in social space connotes arenas for geographic as well as social movements. 

This connection hints at the relevance of the term “navigate” to describe how the interlocutors 

in this study make their way through social spaces by means of their occupational training, but 

also other methods. Understanding social positioning and mobility as somewhat of a 

multidimensional map makes clear how some have greater navigational capacities than others 

in any given space. 

     The term “social mobility” relates to movements in social space and is a key term in this 

study. I, along with Vigh (2006:56), understand social mobility as a joint navigation towards 

social, cultural and economic capital. I also follow Noret’s (2020:2) understanding of social 

mobility as multidimensional – instead of a ladder up or down, movements in social space are 

seen as multidimensional, accounting for interlacing spheres of social inequality. In the 

multidimensional approach, an attempt is made to move beyond the emic/etic category in order 

to account for both the conditions of existence (objective) and the sense of one’s self in the 

world (subjective) (ibid.). Despite not understanding social mobility as one-dimensional, I 

occasionally use the terms upwards and downwards mobility for the sake of clarity and 

simplicity. 

     Sullivan (2002:153ff) argues that, while Bourdieu’s theory of cultural reproduction has 

often been applied in social sciences research on educational attainment and its connection to 

cultural capital, there is less focus on the ‘other side’ of this. That is, if and how educational 

capital can serve as a vehicle for social mobility in addition to a means for social reproduction. 

In this thesis, I examine cultural capital’s role in the individual’s preconditions for educational 

attainment (understood broadly as including OTJ training and other forms of studies outside 

the formal schooling system), but also how the education itself may or may not contribute to 

social mobility. I also follow Sullivan’s approach in surmising that cultural capital alone cannot 

account for labour market outcomes; it is but one of many aspects related to social class that 

affect who can access occupational positions (ibid.:163ff). 
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Ethnographic methods 

Fieldwork and interlocutors 

During my stay in Sierra Leone (February through March 2020), I rented a room in a family’s 

home in Waterloo, an urban-rural area roughly 30 kilometres south-east of the capital city. 

Being based in Waterloo had the benefit of placing me in the midst of an economic environment 

conducive to studying labour market phenomena. It is a transport hub between rural and urban 

areas and hence has much commercial activity. The study takes place in Freetown, nearby 

Waterloo, and other surrounding areas. Several times of the week, I would take a poda-poda, 

a collective form of minibus transport, an hour into the city or, on occasion, join my host on 

his way into the city for his work as a taxi driver. I came into contact with my interlocutors 

largely with the help of my hosts, and through a family friend of theirs. Particularly in the 

beginning of fieldwork, they would eagerly take me around to explore markets and sewing 

rooms, thus helping me informally interview countless people in addition to my main 

participants. 

     My interlocutors are predominantly people learning tailoring and trading, but some are also 

already practicing the trades. However, the empirical material presented and personal 

understandings articulated in this study are shaped by meeting with many different people. Of 

the people learning tailoring, some trained in tailor shops, and some in TVET institutions. The 

post-training tailors include owners of and employees in tailor shops, and teachers and founders 

of TVET. In trading, the line between learner and ‘knower’ tends to be more blurred, and the 

trader interlocutors are at varying points in their learning and work life.  

     Since I understand occupational training as just one of many tactics made use of to navigate 

the labour market, it is of interest to explore also what might happen post-training. In addition, 

this approach has intriguing bearing on the question of what characterises a learner and a 

knower, trainee and practitioner, respectively.  

     The traders and trade learners who have informed this study vary between market vendors 

and street hawkers, shop owners and wholesale businesses, but with a focus on smaller-scale 

trading. I use “trading” and “business” interchangeably, as my participants did. 

     The majority of interlocutors are under 30 years of age. In total, however, ages range from 

under 20 to over 60, and include roughly equal numbers of men and women. Sierra Leone’s 

population consists of about 16 ethnic groups, of which the Mende and Temne are the largest 
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and together comprise roughly two thirds of inhabitants. My interlocutors are of different ethnic 

origin – some are Temne, others Mende, yet others are Sherbro or Kuranko, or have mixed 

ethnic background. The Fulas are a minority in the country but a fair few of my participants 

belong to this group. Fulas have long been prominent in the tailoring occupation and even more 

so in trading throughout West Africa. 

An observing apprenticeship 

There is a tradition in anthropology to view the anthropologist her- or himself as an instrument, 

or tool, for the collection and creation of empirical data. One common manner of doing this is 

what Clifford Geertz (1998) has termed deep hanging out – an extended informal immersion 

in the social environments of the field. I made use of this method by participating as an 

apprentice in tailor shops myself, like that of Mr Barrie’s presented in the preface, as a student 

in TVET institutions, and as a learner of trading in shops and stands. 

     Self-reflexivity is fundamental to the anthropological method (Davies 2012; Musante 

2015:284) and participating in the work as a learner functioned for me as a reflexive device. It 

is not uncommon for anthropologists to engage in different forms of apprenticeships as part of 

their ethnographic method (examples include Coy 1989; Goody 1989; Downey et al. 2015). 

Maurice Bloch (1998:17) has even suggested that all ethnographic fieldwork can be described 

in some regard as an apprenticeship. This apprentice-form of engagement with the field has the 

benefits of providing an opportunity to learn about learning, as well as providing an embodied 

experience of practicing a trade. 

     As a temporary apprentice tailor, trader or as a TVET student, I was not a complete novice, 

having some experience of sewing as well as retail but, compared to the others, I was always 

the latest newcomer and asked my fellow learners for advice, hence placing them in a position 

of mastery compared to me. My being a novice provided the opportunity to explore how 

positions of mastery are dynamic and relational. Downey, Dalidowicz and Mason suggest that 

“[a]pprenticeship problematizes expertise because, for the novice, gaining expertise is a 

problem” (2015:197). I also hoped that it would bridge a gap between myself and my 

interlocutors. Since I was a university student, and some of my interlocutors had not attended 

school, it was conducive for our dynamic to be in educational settings where they had more 

experience than me.  

     In training, I was hardly acting, or being treated, as an actual trainee because of my position 

as a visitor and student researcher, as a white European, and so on. This illustrates an important 

point in itself, namely, that learning is heterogenous (Downey et al. 2015:185). There is not 
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any general form of learning process that the anthropologist can capture, just as these processes 

also vary between his or her fellow interlocutors (ibid.). 

     Acting as an occupational learner provided opportunity to have a dialogue between 

ethnographer-as-researcher and ethnographer-as-informant; a method to conceive of myself as 

‘other’ to some extent (Davies 2012:228). I recorded video of my training as this allowed for 

viewing my own work from the outside – to afterwards, in detail, observe the focus of my gaze 

or a teacher’s guiding of my hands on the machine (c.f. Gowlland 2019:511ff).  

     There were four venues I returned to regularly to participate in occupational training. These 

were: one TVET institution; two tailor shops; and one kiosk selling everyday items. The kiosk 

was located just off a main road leading from an urban-rural area into Freetown and belonged 

to a relative of my interlocutor Binta’s. The TVET institution was dedicated to teaching 

tailoring to young women who were not otherwise engaged in work or study – in addition to 

teaching hairdressing and catering in other branches – and the education was divided between 

theoretical classroom teaching and practically-oriented training. One of the tailor shops was 

located in a peri-urban area outside of Freetown, and one in the city centre. Both had less than 

ten tailors and apprentices. In one worked both men and women, and in the other only men. 

The tailor shops catered to private individuals mainly, and made clothing predominantly, but 

one also provided decorations for events and occasionally catered to companies, preparing 

school or work uniforms.  

     I visited a couple of other TVET organisations to participate in the training and held 

informal group interviews with the female students. I also spent much time deep hanging out 

and observing in other tailor shops, and in trading venues ranging from retail and wholesale 

shops to markets and streets. 

Interviews 

I conducted 17 semi-structured in-depth interviews with 18 different people, including the 

people presented in the Preface. All but two interviews were recorded, and for the unrecorded, 

I took notes by hand. I attempted to stick to a narrative form, wishing for the interviewees to 

share their life stories in order for me to grasp their processes of becoming, and to get an insight 

into what events they felt had shaped them and their life paths. 

     English is the official language in Sierra Leone, and Krio (a form of Creole) the lingua 

franca. Most interviews were conducted in English, while some were translated by an 

acquaintance. Quotes from the interviewees are written in this thesis in original language, while 

quoted field diary entries are sometimes translated from Swedish. 
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     Kusenbach terms mobile interviews “go-alongs” and explains that they can “enhance our 

understandings of how individuals connect and integrate the various regions of their daily lives 

and identities” (2003:478). I conducted some go-alongs, letting my key interlocutors take me 

to places they frequent in their work. Being concerned with the formation of (occupational) 

identities, this method was a manner of contextualising and more holistically understanding 

my interlocutors’ motivations and 'self-making' throughout their daily lives. For instance, I 

asked Mohammed, a tailor, to take me through the streets of central Freetown to the shops he 

visits to purchase fabrics and sewing machine spare parts, and he also introduced me to other 

tailors for a chat.  

     Post-fieldwork, I have remained in contact with some key participants and friends over 

social media, similar to what Käihkö calls “chatnography” (2018). This has allowed for a slight 

extension of the fieldwork, as it has enabled me to have informal follow-up chats, and to cross-

check and fill in missing information after leaving Sierra Leone. 

Ethical considerations 

This study conforms with the ethical guidelines of the American Anthropological Association 

(2012). Prior to every recorded interview, consent forms were presented, thoroughly discussed, 

and subsequently signed. I did not record shorter, spontaneous interviews, but instead took 

notes, and consent was secured orally.  

     I have chosen to anonymise my interlocutors by using pseudonyms and changing certain 

other details that might identify them. Reasons for anonymising include that revealing the 

identity of an interviewee would implicitly reveal identities of others that figure in their 

accounts who have not agreed to feature non-anonymised in this study. Another reason is that 

I became good friends with some participants. Striking friendships in the field with one's 

interlocutors is hardly uncommon and can deepen the research, as others have pointed out (e.g. 

Powdermaker 1966) – but it is not unproblematic. Anonymising was a manner of further 

ensuring that nothing that was intended to be private is accidently revealed publicly by any 

unwitting ignorance on my part. In order to protect interlocutors' integrity, I also made my best 

attempts to offer key participants the opportunity to review parts of the thesis where they figure 

prominently. 

     Käihkö (2018) discusses the potential ethical issues involved in “chatnography”, as 

interlocutors and conversations are not anonymised and access to the phones of the 

ethnographer or interlocutors may be enough to reveal identities and sensitive information. In 

addition to said anonymising, I have password-protected my digital devices. 
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Researcher position in the field 

During my fieldwork, I was what ethnographers call an outsider. I had not been to Sierra Leone 

prior to the fieldwork and was very rarely in situations where I would blend in with my light 

skin. Although my knowledge of Krio became better over time, I was not proficient enough to 

understand most of what was being said around me, in tailor shops, TVET institutions, markets, 

and so on. In addition, I would often be surrounded by other languages than Krio. This meant 

I unfortunately was not able to gather as much of the daily conversations around me as I would 

have liked, and thus a limitation in capturing what we might call ‘the full picture’ of what was 

going on in everyday life. 

     However, staying with a local family compensated for this to an extent, as it provided the 

chance to ask questions in order to interpret things I had seen or heard, to cross-reference and 

contextualise information, and to gain an insight into local phenomena through the perspectives 

and stories of people who had come to know me, and had some understanding of my own 

cultural background. 

     I could not come across as a local while learning. When assisting Binta in her relative’s 

shop, for instance, my interactions with customers would be far from representative of traders 

in general, and were instead shaped by a curiosity as to what I was doing there. This curiosity, 

however, was beneficial to research in the way that it was easy to start conversations. Herzfeld 

has noted that ethnographers, in their attempts to learn about everyday life, are often perceived 

as “asking foolish questions about what we already know” (2004:15). As an outsider, I could 

'get away' with more of this than an insider might. 

     Other details about me and my subjective positionality include that I am Swedish, 27 years 

old, and female. I found my age made it easy to build rapport with young people, a group who 

make up the vast part of my participants. Being a woman assisted me to access female spheres 

but may have limited me in accessing male ones. People assumed that I was comparatively 

wealthy because I am European, and I cannot exclude that some people adapted what they told 

me since they hoped for a monetary donation, although it rarely appeared this way. I also might 

have been understood as a potential vehicle for social mobility myself, for some male persons 

who have informed this study, due to my European background and being unmarried. 

     All claims made in the following are, if not specifically referenced, based on my own 

observations as well as information from my main interlocutors and others I met in Sierra 

Leone. 
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Outline 

In the following chapters, I present and analyse the ethnographic data in detail. Chapter two 

briefly outlines the characteristics of the tailoring and trading profession before detailing how 

people come to learn these trades. I suggest that what is at the core of all learners’ training is 

an aspiration for social mobility and self-worth, which in turn is connected to ideas of morally 

just behaviour. I show that the configuration of one’s social network largely shapes one’s career 

path. 

     Chapter three investigates how the tailoring and trading learning process works in the sites 

studied. I show how knowledge transmission works – and at times fails to work. I argue social 

relations, as well as hierarchies, shape the learning processes to a large extent, and that the 

learner is taught how to position him- or herself in communities of practice, a concept 

developed by Lave and Wenger (1991). I suggest that Bourdieusian capital assets and, in 

addition to that, power factors such as gender, give some learners a benefit over others in 

succeeding in training. However, I also suggest that individuals can develop resilience capital, 

a concept I develop based on the work of Bourdieu as extended by Hos, Murray-Johnson and 

Correia (2019:112). 

     Chapter four addresses the process of growing from learner into trade practitioner. I suggest 

that the incorporation of occupational identities and professional habituses (Bourdieu’s term 

that will be elaborated below) as tailors and traders involves not only conforming to work-

related ethics – but also learning how to act morally and find belonging in society at large. I 

bring some potential issues with this ‘moral education’ into relief. I also adapt Hodkinson and 

Sparkes’ (1997) theories on career decision making to also apply to the process of professional 

becoming. 

     Chapter five situates occupational training as one tactic for labour market navigation, by 

elaborating on further tactics used by tailors and traders to find job opportunities, financial 

security, opportunities to learn, and a sense of purpose in their study/training and work life. I 

outline four common tactics: flexibility, reframing, co-operation and diligence. I also 

problematise a prevailing neoliberal political discourse that highlights diligence and disregards 

structural inequality. 

     In the concluding discussion, I synthesise the analysis in previous chapters and summarise 

my conclusions to the main research questions, including reflecting on the labour market 

inequalities that emerge as a key theme, and consider the implications of my findings and 

analysis for further research. 
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Chapter 2: Paths into tailoring and trading: mechanisms, 

motivations, aspirations 

 

In this chapter, I first outline the characteristics of tailoring and trading in Sierra Leone today 

and give an account of some mechanisms that bring people into these occupations. In the 

second part of the chapter, I analyse two of the main mechanisms: the generation of job 

opportunities within one’s network of contacts, and the aspiration for social mobility 

underlying decisions to learn tailoring and trading alike. 

 

The tailoring occupation 

In and around Freetown, tailor shops abound. It is relatively common to make use of tailors’ 

services, particularly for those with slightly higher incomes. A tailor often does all the different 

tasks involved in clothes-making, such as taking measurements, developing designs, cutting 

fabrics, and sewing. Some specialise in ladies’ clothing, some in men’s, and others do both. 

Some have narrowed their expertise further and make only suits, for instance. This can be 

compared to the practices in my home country Sweden, where there is a division between 

seamstresses (sömmerskor) who work with lighter materials and alterations, and tailors 

(skräddare), who generally work with heavier fabrics, making suits or costumes (Hantverksråd 

n.d.). The title skräddare is protected by a certification system dating back to the guild system. 

     In Sierra Leone, the title “tailor” is not protected in the same sense and certificates are rarely 

issued from tailor shops or other institutions. The quality of a tailor’s work is proven by the 

garments they have on show, by word of mouth, or by the customer’s personal experience. 

Someone who has finished their apprenticeship and started their own business – which is what 

most tailors aim to do – is referred to as “boss”. A long and successful career in the business is 

obviously another marker of expertise. In the high competition between tailors, because there 

are so many, tailors would constantly stress the importance of keeping up to date with current 

fashion and techniques. Hence, being qualified as tailor is an ongoing process in which the 

tailor shows he or she is competent, rather than an achievement reached and position stipulated 
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at one time. 

     Traditionally, tailoring has been a predominantly male trade in Sierra Leone, but today, 

there are plenty of female tailors (generally referred to as seamstresses). In and around 

Freetown, there are many tailor shops with employees and apprentices of a mix of genders, and 

the occupation is alternately referred to as something men do, something women do, but most 

commonly, something that both genders equally can do. As I describe below, vocational 

training programs aimed specifically at women have become popular in recent years which 

might be contributing to a gendered reconfiguration of the trade. The nature of these programs 

and of common tailor shops is quite different, and I elaborate on them separately. 

 

Becoming a tailor apprentice 

While some are drawn to tailoring because of the craft and creativity involved, most tailors and 

apprentices describe learning tailoring because they saw this occupation as one of few available 

to them. I here argue that this can be understood in relation to their horizon for action according 

to Hodkinson and Sparkes' (1997:34ff) careership theory that in part builds on Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice. 

     On the surface, it seemed like my tailor interlocutors did not make much of a free choice to 

engage in tailoring but having circumscribed opportunities does not entail that there is no 

decision-making at play. Careership theory is a framework for helping to understand how 

individuals make decisions related to work and studies. It has three dimensions, that are to be 

understood as integrated (ibid.:29). The first is pragmatically rational decision-making. 

Hodkinson and Sparkes found that people’s decision-making was neither wholly rational nor 

irrational. Decisions are "based on partial information in the familiar and the known” (ibid.:33). 

The second is the interactions with others in the Bourdieusian fields the individual navigate, 

and the unequal resources that these other people possess. The third is that decisions are located 

in a system of turning points and routine that is partly unpredictable (ibid.:39ff). The arena in 

which individuals make decisions and take action is called their horizons for action (ibid.:34ff). 

It is constituted by the individual’s objective possibilities in relation to the labour market, as 

well as his or her subjective perception of these possibilities. The subjective perception is 

located in the individual’s habitus (ibid.:29). 

    Arguably, apprenticeships respond to a weakness in the formal schooling system, as 

becoming an apprentice rarely follows from success in school, as argued by Ahadzie 
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(2009:266). “If you don’t excel in school, they will send you to learn a skill"9, Mohammed, a 

tailor in his late twenties told me. Alusine, a tailor teaching at a TVET institution and working 

in a tailor shop, explained how his dream had not been to become a tailor and that it was mainly 

due to not being successful in school that he ended up in the occupation.    

     Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997:35) point out that “horizons for action are segmented”, 

meaning that no one takes the whole range of objective options into account and that the 

decision-making within these horizons is always based on partial information. Willis (1977) 

elaborates, in an influential monography, on how, “working class kids get working class jobs” 

– these jobs are the ones the “lads” in his study understand as accessible to them and hence 

they navigate their lives in that direction. Tailoring is conceived of by my interlocutors as one 

‘default’ option for those with limited success in school. Since schooling is not free, families 

might well prioritise the attendance of their brightest children (Bledsoe 1990:76). Becoming a 

tailor is also an option for those who never attended school in the first place. For 18-year old 

apprentice Titi, who had only attended school for a few years, tailoring was the option she had 

learned was available. To my question of why she chose tailoring, she replied that “ar no go 

skul, ar go lan tailoring” (“I do not go to school, I start learning tailoring”, in the sense that if 

one does not go to school, one does instead turns to tailoring). 

     Although tailoring is not always a first choice, an appreciation for the trade often grows 

with learning and practicing it. “You develop a passion for it along the way”, as Mohammed 

explained it, and this was echoed in many of my conversation with tailors. The aesthetics and 

creativity involved in turning fabrics into clothes made some tailors love their job. Others felt 

a strong sense of pride and self-sufficiency in being able to sew clothes for themselves and 

their families. Yet others experienced social recognition and expanded social capital as a result 

of learning this skill. 

     For those who deem apprenticeship a viable path, finding a place to train is predominantly 

a word-of-mouth endeavour. As Mohammed said, 

“It’s based on familiarity so, for instance, if I have my sister and she works for me. A 

customer come, and she has been coming to me for sewing for a long time, and I say ‘you 

know what, I have my sister, I want her to learn tailoring’. If the boss [master tailor] has his 

own family, uncle, aunt, or any other family, they will say ‘I'll send you to my auntie for a 

job’. Some search for it – we have others who are not here through relatives, who search for 

it. Like Mustapha, you were just talking to, his brother, who is a friend to me. We met at 

 
9 Skilled work, apart from tailoring, include welding, carpentry, masonry, hair-dressing and other occupations learned through 
apprenticeship. 
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university and he said, ‘I want my brother to come learn this skill because he is not 

educated.’ I said ‘okay, that is not a problem’, and that's how he came to be an apprentice.”  

Family can be decisive for who gets into tailoring and parents might bring their child to a 

relative’s shop to learn. In Africa (and in Europe, albeit in different ways), craft apprenticeships 

have been common to undertake with kin in the past (Kasfir and Förster 2013:9). It was through 

these networks of my host family and new friends that I found places to train, myself. From 

the tailor shop owner’s side, taking apprentices in this way is an issue of trust. Tailors are much 

more likely to accept apprentices from families they know, as taking an ‘outsider’ is considered 

a risk. My own outsider status was bridged to an extent by the Sierra Leoneans I know who 

could vouch for me.  

     As I was told by tailors, it is predominantly young people who undertake apprenticeships, 

and predominantly people in their late teens or early twenties, but sometimes children as young 

as 10, in addition to, or in place of, school. This means that many apprentices rely on their 

families or guardians to provide for them while training. In fact, this is so common that the 

arrangement is often decided between the owner of the shop and the guardian of the apprentice. 

The agreement can be established orally, and if possible, the apprentice might start training in 

the shop already the following day. 

     An apprentice does not receive any pay, apart from, potentially, a very small allowance. 

Some bosses provide their apprentices with a meal a day. The exact form of the arrangement 

varies between shops and over time. I was rarely told of tailor shops charging the apprentices 

a stipulated fee for the training, but it does occur (as described by Ahadzie 2009:265). 

‘Symbolic’ payments are not rare, however. Apprentices might give the master or madam a 

kola nut as a sign of respect upon starting their apprenticeship – the gift of kola nuts has long 

been a symbol of respect in Sierra Leone. However, “kola” can also be a euphemism for a 

smaller monetary donation. The shop Mohammed works in asks for a symbolic payment of 

50 000 leones (approximately US$5) of apprentices, a fee that can be waived if the apprentice 

had no means of paying, ostensibly in order to ensure the apprentice's dedication. Attributing 

monetary value to the training is hence a means of giving it value. 

“You will only pay the registration fee for a sign of commitment. If you don’t pay for it 

some people say, just, ‘I didn’t pay for it so it’s no value to me, so I will be leaving the job” 

[…] If it was a parent who paid you there was ‘No way, you’re not going to leave that job 

because I paid this money for you’”.  

- Mohammed 
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The length of an apprenticeship varies depending on how long someone takes to learn, and in 

addition to this, the apprentice might want to further his or her knowledge and take up 

specialised training in another shop following the first apprenticeship. To become a finished 

tailor, able to work on one's own, can take from two years up to five. There might be 

interruptions and changes to this, however, which I will elaborate on in chapter four. 

     Learning tailoring, in other words, involves years of unpaid training. Bourdieu (1986a:19) 

explains that the time spent learning a skill or pursuing education, also equals money. In a 

country like Sierra Leone, where many people live day by day on their income, signing up for 

two to five years of a non-paid full-time activity is a large commitment. This shows the circular 

nature of how economic capital works: there has to be a certain amount of economic capital 

available to the apprentice to begin with, or a steady income during the training, in order to 

attain the cultural capital (the embodied tailoring skills and the recognition of one as tailor) that 

opens the possibility of gaining economic capital through work. 

 

Locating TVET 

Technical and vocational training institutes have a long history in West Africa. Many were 

initiated by Christian missions and some by social activists. In 1923, local activist Adelaide 

Casely-Hayford started the “Girls Industrial and Technical Training School” in which her aim 

was to enable women to become economically self-sufficient (Blain 2016) – an aim that is 

recurrent in modern-day Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET). 

     Today, TVET is aimed specifically at meeting the needs of the labour market and at 

providing youth with the necessary tools to find wage employment or engage in 

entrepreneurship (UNESCO-UNEVOC n.d.). It exists on secondary, post-secondary and 

tertiary levels and, apart from the technical skills required for specific professions, the scope 

might include teaching other skills such as literacy and numeracy. TVET in low-income 

countries is largely funded and promoted by the international aid community. In Sierra Leone, 

TVET has been particularly targeted at out-of-school youth (UNESCO-UNEVOC 2005) and 

young people generally hold quite a negative perception of TVET, because they believe these 

institutions’ equipment to be outdated and the education of low-quality (Chipika 2012:45).  

     TVET receives, at two percent, a very small portion of the governmental educational sector 

budget (ibid.:xii). The organisations working with TVET that I came across were sponsored 

mainly by international and local NGOs, donations from private persons, and the money raised 
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at events they organised. All of them offered training in the occupations of hairdresser, caterer 

and seamstress and were aimed specifically towards young women – teachers and founders 

articulated that the agenda was to help them to economic self-sufficiency and independence 

from men. These were generally out-of-school women, and not rarely marginalised in terms 

of, for instance, being young, single mothers, getting by from petty trading or engaging in 

prostitution.10 When using “marginalised”, I understand the term etically as people who are 

greatly disadvantaged in terms of economic capital and opportunities to improve their 

circumstances because of structural positioning and negative treatment by the community. It is 

not a formal group and the women in TVET, for instance, may not self-identify as such. 

     The TVET institutions I encountered engaged in outreach and were open to women finding 

them by their own accord. In outreach, the employees might go out in the street to find women 

who engage in petty trading and struggle to get by, or visit beaches and nightclubs in order to 

find those engaged in sex work. 

     To place the TVET rhetoric in a larger political context, the discourse around strengthening 

women springs from women’s often difficult realities in Sierra Leone today. Gender inequality 

is tangible, and women are often subject to exclusion, for instance, from the formal labour 

market sector. They are more exposed to poverty, and subject to men’s violence (Castillejo 

2009:3) and teenage pregnancy is among the highest in the world (Loaiza and Liang 2013:1511).  

     While I was in Sierra Leone, the capital city was still filled with banners promoting the 

“Hands off our girls!” campaign that First Lady Fatima Bio introduced about a year earlier 

(Politico SL 2019). The campaign aimed to address the widespread issue of violence towards 

women in general, and rape and child marriage in particular. This is just one initiative of many 

by the state, civil society and international aid community started after the war and aimed at 

strengthening Sierra Leonean women’s position in society. Following on this, there exists an 

established political and public discourse that women, and whole societies, are better off if 

women receive education and wait with marrying and starting a family, within which the 

current form of TVET programs is to be understood. 

     “Empowerment”, a recurring word in conversations with TVET staff and in pamphlets and 

slogans – is so popular in development discourse, that Cornwall and Eade (2010:146ff) have 

termed it a “buzzword”. It is used in relation to different groups deemed vulnerable, like “the 

poor”, but often particularly in relation to women. Cornwall and Eade show how there is a 

 
10 However, TVET students have various background. Some even engage in it in addition to formal schooling. 
11 An estimated 38 percent of women aged 20-24 had in 2013 having given birth before the age of 18. 
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general vagueness around what the term entails, as the process and the end product of 

empowerment tend to be confused. The end product, in turn, is often narrowly defined and 

female empowerment is measured by women’s participation in education, waged employment 

and formal politics (ibid.). In general, “empowerment” was used among my interlocutors – not 

only in relation to TVET but in public discourse it appeared – to describe the process of 

assisting women to economic self-sufficiency and, in extension, obtain increased control over 

their lives. 

     The shape of TVET programs in tailoring look as follows. The TVET I came across takes 

place in dedicated buildings and has lessons five full workdays a week. There is a set graduation 

date, 2-3 years after beginning the training. In my experience, some TVET institutions charge 

an admission fee, some do not, and there is the possibility for scholarships from the local 

council for those in need. In the TVET organisations that do charge, the admission fee can be 

quite high. Fatmata, who studies to become a seamstress, said she paid 385 000 leones (around 

US$40) to her TVET institution when she began studying with them.12 There can also be 

additional costs for a uniform and materials such as pens, notebooks and rulers. Practical 

education is combined with theoretical, and the teachers are dedicated only to the task of 

teaching, whereas in tailor shops they also have their own work to do. I will elaborate in next 

chapter on what the lessons look like. 

 

Traders 

Trading can mean a range of things. In this section, I provide some information on the social, 

practical and physical backdrop of trading as it looks for many Sierra Leonean traders. The 

focus is mainly on petty trading and other small-scale retail trading, as these are the forms of 

trading that by far engages most urban Sierra Leonean traders. However, my interlocutors do 

not exclusively belong to this category and pathways into trading can look different for 

different kinds of traders. 

     Trading is an incredibly diverse occupation. Within it, there is a form of hierarchy and a 

relatively shared understanding of what type of business is more attractive and profitable. The 

social stratification visible among traders goes far back. In the second part of the 19th Century, 

there was a rather clear class hierarchy between Freetonians (Freetown inhabitants) where 

living standards as well as types of trade engaged in varied markedly between social groups 

 
12 To contextualise this, public transport fees amounting to less than US$1 per day were not rarely posed by people as a problem 
to get to their school or workplace. 
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(Peterson 1969:283ff). Peterson describes how the lowest classes engaged in small-scale 

farming and trading. The slightly higher class dealt in inexpensive items like needle and thread, 

or bought crates of produce from the provinces and sold it to retail customers. This stratum also 

included some craftsmen. The higher classes included storekeepers and general merchants, and 

at the very ‘top’ were the wealthiest who housed neat shops in the ground floor of their 

luxurious homes. 

     Today, petty trading is a small-scale business in inexpensive items. These traders often buy 

the small quantity of wares in the morning that they plan to sell the same day. Usually, the 

products are fruit, drinks, packaged biscuits, cigarettes, and similar. Petty trading engages 

mainly women as well as some children and teenagers, who trade in addition to, or instead of, 

attending school. A commonly used term for a female petty trader is makit uman (market 

woman). Women are overrepresented in the informal sector and are often in more vulnerable 

positions than their male counterparts (ILO 2002). Selling in the street is considered the most 

strenuous form of trading, as it involves being on one's feet all day, exposed to the sun, 

generally carrying a bucket filled with products on the head. Women traders are also subject to 

advances from men in the street more than elsewhere. Street traders must pay the local council 

for their activities and, for a slightly higher fee, they can enter the marketplaces.13  

     There is a hierarchy within sub-spheres of trading as well as among traders as a group. It is 

deemed better to sell from a market stall than in the street, better still to be in a covered market 

than an uncovered one under bare sky (c.f. Monteith 2018:26ff). These hierarchies are tied to 

access to physical and social spaces, and one example of where mobility in social space is 

illustrated in spatiality. Being inside and outside a stratum of more successful traders hence has 

a parallel in being inside or outside a building. 

 “There are different forms of markets, of course, but the ones that sell provisions are often 

bustling, large outdoor areas strewn with stands and filled with traders loudly asking for 

attention from customers overviewing the daily catch of fish on display in large colourful 

buckets, and piles of peeled oranges next to tiny plastic bags filled with home-made soda.”  

- Field diary entry, February 5, 2020 

Along the main streets of Freetown and its surrounding towns are shops dedicated to the sales 

of everything from groceries, to fabrics, homeware and electronics. To rent these shops is 

considerably more expensive. The wholesale businesses catering to smaller provision shops are 

 
13 Activities in the informal sector are not necessarily, if even often, exempt from tax (c.f. Meagher 2011:68) – or forms of 
unofficial payments. 
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often interspersed among the other shops in the main street. It appeared to me that the 

businesses working in larger company sales was instead located in other parts of town, yet 

another example of spatial stratification. These have not been an area of focus in this study, and 

the only shop I frequented that sold to companies did it at a very small scale: Michael 

specialised in business motivational books and his apprentice Abdul would walk around to 

companies during the day, carrying the books he intended to sell with him. 

     The following examples shows how paths into trading might look. Petty trader Isatu was 

taught trading by her sister when she was young and has worked in trading ever since. She is 

now selling fish in the market to add to the household income – her husband, a taxi driver, is 

considered the main provider for their family. Mary has just recently opened a roadside stand 

to sell toys and candy near a school, after realising that her job filling petrol for customers at a 

gas station was not generating enough money. Mary was self-taught and had simply walked 

around town, looking at other traders doing their job, inquired about pricing, and subsequently 

tried it out for herself. Lansana was hired in his brother’s large cosmetics shop after losing his 

job as an accountant for an international firm, and was taught trading skills while assisting, 

until he eventually gained more autonomy. 

     Of course, practically all choices of profession involve some regard to money, but trading 

specifically is viewed as a manner of making money either fast, relatively easily, or in larger 

amounts. Even petty trading pays, albeit not much, at least more or less daily, and potentially 

straight away from the day the trader sets out on their business. This can be contrasted with 

undertaking an apprenticeship with the aim of eventually making money. 

  

The double-edged sword of social networks 

As I have shown, in Sierra Leone, the positionality from which individuals embark on a certain 

occupational endeavour is shaped to a large extent by family and social networks. There is even 

a Krio word for people’s network of useful connections: sababu. As there are few social safety 

nets provided by government, networks are a crucial lead in finding ways of getting by and 

also of advancing socioeconomically (e.g. Utas 2012b; Bjarnesen and Utas 2018). 

     What Bourdieu means when he claims that “[i]ndividuals do not move about in social space 

in a random way” (1986a:110), is that there is always a social positionality from which people 

make their trajectories. In Sierra Leone, ethnicity, for instance, can play an important role, 

particularly within ethnic groups with tightly knit social systems. Coming from a family of 

traders or having friends that can recommend you as apprentice to a tailor shop, is an advantage 
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for someone who wants to pursue these occupations. “Lack of family connections", on the 

other hand, is "a major source of vulnerability and poverty” (Peeters 2009:16). 
     With the fact that educational and work opportunities largely circulate between family and 

friends comes the potential for the social reproduction of inequality. Meagher has suggested 

that “while social ties can provide a regulatory fall-back in times of formal institutional crisis, 

they are ill-equipped to overcome the obstacles created by prolonged state dysfunction” 

(2010:174). 

     I found that what Bourdieu would call social capital played an immensely important role in 

the structuring of opportunities and conditionings that play into people’s choices of occupation 

in Sierra Leone. Bourdieu, however, does not place much focus on social capital in his analysis 

of social reproduction, but places economic and cultural capital at centre stage (Sharif 

2017:47). Others have also noted that social capital might deserve a more prominent role in the 

analysis of certain environments. For instance, Noret argues that  

“there is no reason to assume that African social spaces are invariably structured everywhere 

and in any decisive way by the same sort of blend of economic and cultural capitals as late 

twentieth-century France. A secondary point in Bourdieu’s discussions of French society, 

social capital for instance might well deserve more sustained attention in explorations of 

the production of social positionality in Africa. […] despite its ambiguities, social capital 

[…] is regularly regarded as a major structuring force in African social spaces” (2020:14ff). 

 

Mohammed's case illustrates how an individual’s social capital can influence her or his career 

trajectory. Mohammed grew up with his uncle’s family and did not have any significant 

economic assets. As a teenager, he underwent an apprenticeship with a tailor who rented a 

room in the compound (a cluster of related homes, for example, for extended family) where he 

grew up. While working as a tailor, Mohammed came to know a woman who sponsored him 

to go to study finance at university. After graduating, he soon realised how difficult it was to 

find a job in finance when not part of a private social network of people who could recommend 

or hire him: 

“It was a time whence I actually never paid attention on tailoring. Because I thought it was 

not my calling. It was not my career, I was building my career to be in finance: finance 

person, or manager, or in the finance world. But after I graduated, I got to know the 

challenges in finding a job. Then I realised: I have a job! You been running up and down, 

printing CV:s, go and deposit them, they are not able to call you. I have a job! Why can’t I 

just make use of it? So I started doing things in a menial way. Because my friends know 
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that I’m a tailor so they normally come with their clothes. So, my friends told other people 

that these clothes are from Mohammed.” 

Social connections do not function as social capital in fields where they do not present as 

resources to achieve socioeconomic mobility (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:119). That is, 

capital of any form is only an asset in fields where it is valued by others. Mohammed’s social 

network did not have the necessary characteristics to help him translate his degree into a related 

job, but it at least functioned as social capital in another strata of the labour market, as him 

knowing the tailor in his house posed the opportunity to undertake an apprenticeship. The 

tailoring occupation was what functioned as his buffer when the jobs in finance were not 

available. His social network has shaped his career path so far to a large degree: his studies 

were enabled by means of someone he came to know through work, and when first re-

establishing himself as a tailor after university, his customers consisted of friends and 

acquaintances. 

     The fact that social networks shape opportunities for tailors, small-scale traders and others 

who are generally limited in economic capital and political power, is mirrored by the fact that 

the more prominent positions in society, with their adjacent access to power and capital, also 

circulate within restricted networks. These networks are small and, in principle, inaccessible to 

the majority of the population (Enria 2018:72). Trader Feremusu found that the current 

president is not creating enough jobs, since he instead appoints his friends: “[he should] create 

job facilities for youth in the country but he is not like that. When he sacked one, he come with 

one, doing exchange. That is not creating jobs.” When opportunities are largely generated 

within the individual’s existing network, it is potentially difficult for those weak in socio-

political connections to achieve prominent social mobility – to transgress their class on paper 

(Bourdieu 1985:725), by for instance getting a job of higher regard and salary than tailoring, in 

Mohammed’s case.  

     Mohammed’s degree is a form of institutionalised cultural capital in Bourdieu’s 

terminology, that is not achievable for most Sierra Leoneans and it is a potential vehicle for 

social mobility. The language skills, knowledge of the industry and so on – embodied cultural 

capital – that he incorporated at university are also assets to him, not least as he is planning to 

apply for funding and start his own larger tailoring business. Objectively, with his double 

qualifications in tailoring and finance, he is in a better position as compared to many of his 

peers. 

     However, Noret stresses the importance of the subjective experience in order to properly 
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understand social positioning. Mohammed expressed some disillusionment and disappointment 

at working in something he felt overqualified for. “I’m a first class graduate student, but that 

doesn’t matter here. Because what it matters here in Sierra Leone [is that most employers want 

to] be familiar with you for you to be employed”. I perceived this as a dissonance between 

subjective experience and objective realities. Mohammed’s horizon for action had expanded 

with his studies, but had to be readjusted when he encountered a lack of opportunities on the 

labour market. Mohammed’s subjective experience after graduation can rather be understood 

as one of downward social mobility, as he went from being a student on an upward trajectory 

to unemployed in an area of work for which he was qualified. 

    Mohammed’s example illustrates the multidimensional aspects of social space and the value 

of placing social capital at the centre of inquiry when attempting to understand mechanisms for 

acquiring employment in Sierra Leone. It shows how different forms of capital work together 

in creating and constraining opportunities. As Lindell and Utas observe: “disconnections are as 

important as connections in understanding urban life” – those who do not have access to 

adequate social connections run the risk of exclusion (2012:414). 

     Social networks assist Sierra Leoneans in their livelihood and career trajectories – but some 

networks are clearly more beneficial than others. Mohammed’s life chances can as of yet not 

be said to have improved greatly, despite his studies. Life chances is a concept originally 

developed by Max Weber ([1922] 1978:302). It captures the individual’s abilities to improve 

his or her quality of life and is grounded in his or her social and economic circumstances. 

Dahrendorf (1979) later developed the concept to clarify that life chances are not based mainly 

on chance, but strongly related to structural access to social and economic resources. Eitzen 

has defined life chances as the chances “through-out one’s life cycle to live and to experience 

the good things in life” (1985:263). 

 

Not being a ‘dropout’ 

There was often an aspiration to social mobility behind the decision to learn tailoring or get 

into trading, something illustrated by the popular conception of the dropout as a subject 

position people wish to avoid. 

"I asked the female market trader what ‘dropout’ means and she explained to me that some 

people are not good at studying, they can try and try, but don’t learn anything through books. 

And if you don’t make it in school you might get in trouble; start stealing, get into 

prostitution, or simply become a petty trader in the street, which you make almost no money 
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from."  

- Field diary entry, January 23, 2020 

This excerpt from my field diary provides an explanation of the concept that often appeared in 

conversations around learning a trade. Being a dropout is tied to discourses around idleness and 

marginalisation just as much as about actually having dropped out of school. People who never 

attended school in the first place or those who live unconventional lives on the margins of 

society, can also be referred to as ‘dropouts’. A school leaver is not considered a ‘dropout’ 

anymore if learning a skill or engaging in more stable forms of work. A further step might be 

to engage in semi-legal or illegal activities, for instance sales of stolen items. Men who do this 

are referred to as rarray boys (Abdullah 1998:20814; Enria 2018:94). Most of my research 

participants used “dropout” rather broadly, but the dropout is seen as problematic as the step to 

iduler (idler) and rarray might not be far. I understand the dropout as a person, likely young, 

who does not attend school or engage in socially legitimate paid activities for any extended 

period of time and who is not provided for by anyone else in a socially sanctioned manner. 

     Fatmata is 20 years old and recently started learning tailoring at a TVET institution outside 

of Freetown after it was recommended to her by a friend. She explained the reason for doing 

this as not wanting to “just sit at home”. She now divides her days between seamstress training 

and secondary education, while her family provides for her. She herself was not a ‘dropout’, 

but she related to this subject position in her reasoning about learning tailoring. 

 Bim (B): When you say it’s not good to just sit at home, why is that? Why is it bad? 

 Fatmata (F): It’s bad because you sit at home alone doing nothing. You will be, like, always 

in trouble. Here in Sierra Leone, gossip is too much. If you sit at home and have so many 

friends around you, you won’t be feeling like – only sleeping, eating and get up, do nothing. 

You feel like being around people. And when you sit around, the only thing you’ll be thinking 

about is gossip other people. And that’s bad. And if you gossip somebody, and somebody 

notice that, it is going to be war! Because there’s going to be fight […] so that’s what I don’t 

want. 

 B: So is it that, like, you get a bad reputation if you just sit at home, or is it that you speak the 

gossip? 

 F: It’s not only about talking gossip. It feels, like, really bad. Doing nothing. What if the future 

comes, then there is no mother, no father. What will happen to you? You’ll be thinking of 

going to do something that is not good for you. 

 
14 Abdullah describes “rarray boys” as “a pejorative term for underclass youth”. 
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 B: Like what things? 

 F: Like going out in the street. Thinking that street is the place you can get everything you 

want. When there’s… The street is just having crazy things. Going around men and do 

something that is not good for you. Because right now in Sierra Leone, any man that you’re 

dating with, only a few that you can date with, they can like you, and you can be together, 

without trouble. But some, they should give you and they should get something in return. 

So then before doing all that, why can’t you fight it your own way? 

To Fatmata, it could feel bad to not do “anything”; not develop a skill or find another way to 

provide for herself eventually, and being idle leaves someone with too much time, resulting in 

gossip that may eventually shatter social relations. The idler depends on parents or others, 

which is not sustainable in the long run, and might even become dependent on people who do 

not have their best interest in mind. Fatmata is not necessarily talking about sex work here, 

which was however often referenced by others in discussions about dropouts. What Fatmata 

explains illustrates that there is a wide range of exchanges with men that women might engage 

in in order to get by (see Diggins 2018:1815; de Koning 2014:19 for examples of these 

exchanges).  

     There are a range of reasons why people do not want to be seen by others as a dropout, and 

instead choose to turn to TVET, apprenticeships or business. The dropout is seen to lack skills, 

be poorly educated, and to not be doing anything useful with their lives. But not only that – 

there is also a “moral danger of idleness” (Thorsen 2009:321) that people wish to avoid. As the 

quote by Fatmata illustrates: the dropout is a lazy person who relies on others for his or her 

subsistence, or worse: someone who might pose a threat to society, a risk to themselves as well 

as others. Dropout women are suspected of engaging in sex work and dropout men are thought 

to potentially be involved in different forms of crime. There are also intrapersonal aspects. Not 

wanting to be a dropout is to do with self-image, self-sufficiency, and wanting the sense of 

self-worth involved in using and developing skills by engaging in productive activities.  

     Being idle has particular implications for people of the age group that Fatmata and the 

majority of her fellow TVET students are in – youth. When there are not sufficient possibilities 

for study and employment, the young people who instead end up as ‘dropouts’ or idulers might 

find themselves stuck in the liminal space of youth, not able to enter into adulthood in the eyes 

of society. Further to the discussion above about “social youth”, this phenomenon has also been 

 
15 An example by anthropologist Jennifer Diggins (2018:118) shows the varying degree of sexual nature these exchanges can 
have: in the fishing village in southern Sierra Leone where here monography takes place, many women would obtain fish from 
the fishermen by “begging”, which in actuality means an elaborate mix of flirting, teasing and pleading. Some would go further 
and offer sexual favours in exchange for fish. 
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described as “blocked transitions to adult life” (Utas 2003:6), and also waithood (Honwana 

2014:28ff) as a period of suspension between childhood and adulthood. 

     The aversion to being unengaged with work or study obviously has bearing on more 

occupational choices than those of tailor and trader. But what makes it particularly relevant to 

both tailors and the small-scale traders in my study is their social position. Many of those who 

become petty traders and those who become tailors would be dropouts if they did not engage 

in these trades. And, as my diary excerpt above shows, engaging in petty trading can even be 

described as a characteristic of the dropout or iduler because it is not seen as a real job. 

However, the aspirations behind making the choice to start petty trading are often centred 

around upward social mobility. It is one of the methods by which the more economically 

marginalised of my participants “seek to […] navigate their lives towards better positions and 

possibilities" (Christiansen et al. 2006:12).  

     To return to Honwana’s (2014) concept of waithood, “becoming a fully participating 

member of society” is a crucial step in transitioning to adulthood for Fatmata and other young 

people who turn to tailoring or trading. Since adulthood is not simply a life stage (Johnson-

Hanks 2002; Christiansen et al. 2006:10), it is not enough to at one point reach it through, for 

instance, learning a trade. One must also maintain this status by remaining in training and later 

by finding and keeping a job, or there is a risk of ending up as a dropout on the margins of 

society nonetheless. Hence, the risk of becoming a dropout is ever present. 

     It is telling that Bourdieu defines capital as the combined resources that might grant 

someone “membership in a group” (1986b:248). It was through enhancing their capital 

resources, notably cultural and social capital through their occupational training, that my 

interlocutors navigated their lives towards social mobility. That is also how social belonging 

and social mobility can be understood as connected, and I would argue that the increase of 

cultural and social capital involved in learning a trade and the economic capital that will 

hopefully follow, serves at length to secure membership in a group. It might be the social 

groups of tailors, or of traders of specific kinds, but ultimately, it is also about making oneself 

a valuable member of society at large. In a similar vein, Marchand (2008:245) has suggested 

the “apprenticeship [i]s a model of education that both teaches technical skills and provides the 

grounding for personal formation”. The term ‘dropout’ connotes – in contrast to morality and 

belonging – what we might term “outsidership”, of not really being inside the group. 

     On another note, although ‘dropouts’ are stigmatised, no person I met drew a connection to 

the fear that unengaged youth might turn to political revolt or violence. As discussed in the 

introduction, this parallel is commonplace in political and aid discourse. This suggests a 
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dissonance between ordinary Sierra Leoneans’ understanding of the issue and of the official 

discourse around the same. 

 

Conclusion 

My interlocutors’ fundamental aspiration with learning tailoring or trading was for social 

mobility, which I understand to mean seeking to increase cultural, social and economic capital 

in Bourdieu’s sense. Bourdieu explains how capital assets ultimately serve to assist actors to 

gain “membership in a group” (1986b:248). Along these lines, I argued that my interlocutors’ 

wish for social mobility is, fundamentally, a wish to belong and the adjacent sense of self-

worth that this entails. They aimed at feeling belonging in society by means of a) becoming 

economically self-sufficient and b) doing so by means of a respectable livelihood, which in 

essence concerns social status. In order to reach their goals, cultural capital must generally be 

acquired first – like tailoring skills, for instance. This pursuit was partly motivated by a fear of 

being seen as a ‘dropout’, as the majority had limited schooling (cultural capital). Idleness is 

seen as immoral, and, by extension, antisocial. 

     I suggested that people make career decisions in line with their habitus. The perception of 

opportunities located in one’s habitus form, together with objective realities, the horizons for 

action (Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997:34ff) within which my interlocutors found their way into 

tailoring or trading.  

     How my participants’ social networks were constituted affected to a large extent which 

occupation they ended up in, and how. Along with Noret (2020:14ff), I argued social capital 

deserves a more prominent role in attempts to understand the structuring of African social 

spaces, than Bourdieu would otherwise give it. I suggested that while social safety nets are 

important to lessen the impact of poverty, they also have implications on the reproduction of 

social inequality. Just as my interlocutors found training and work opportunities within their 

existing social network, the more desirable jobs tend to be a privilege for those with prominent 

social and political capital. As a result of this, it is difficult for most Sierra Leoneans to obtain 

considerable class on paper (Bourdieu 1985:725) mobility. 



37 
 

Chapter 3: The learning process 

  

“Behind a green gate and up a flight of stairs from a bustling, loud street in central Freetown, 

Mr Barrie’s tailor shop is located. It’s just above street, from which dust and noise travels over 

the long balcony adjacent to the shop and in through the open doors. A hot wind is coming 

through. Inside the shop, one gets the feeling of being slightly tucked away from the array of 

people, goods, cars and bikes outside in the early January evening. Heaps of fabric in different 

colourful patterns are covering wooden tables next to little sewing stations where each 

apprentice and the only tailor present works on treadle, Singer sewing machines, black in colour 

and its rounded edges framed by painted leaves in a slightly worn-off gold. There are three 

younger women in the shop, chatting while working, and an older man. He is seated in one of 

the corners, immersed in making a suit jacket, but now and then he lifts his head towards the 

others with a little smile and engages in the discussion. A bowl of rice, fish and granat 

(groundnut) sauce is placed next to the women. The atmosphere seems light and relaxedly 

focused. Needles rush through fabrics, pieces of cut-off fabric are tossed onto the floor when 

they have no use. There is laughter, handing over of materials. The environment comes across 

as fundamentally social.” - Field diary entry, January 27, 2020 

 

In this chapter, I focus on the process of learning as it applies to some tailors and traders in and 

around Freetown. Lave and Wenger's theory of learning as generated within a community of 

practice is drawn upon to describe how learning occurs within tailor shops and TVET 

institutions. Apprentices would generally choose one of these to train in, not both. The social 

relations shaping the tailoring learning process are examined, including the role of hierarchy, 

subordination and exchange. In describing the day-to-day training, I reflect on my own 

experience of training in different workplaces in order to explore how knowledge can be 

incorporated while the learner is engaged in skilful activities. I describe Binta's trajectory as an 

apprentice trader and discuss how adversity faced in life can be reconceptualised as something 

to make one resilient and hard-working. Building on Bourdieu and Hos, Murray-Johnson and 

Correia, I propose the term resilience capital. 
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Situated learning 

Anthropologist Jean Lave, together with Etienne Wenger, claim that learning is ever-present 

and that coming to be part of a group is fundamental to all learning (1991:96). They argue 

learning is fundamentally situated in the social and physical context in which it takes place and 

illustrate this with two main concepts: legitimate peripheral learning and community of 

practice (ibid.:29).  
     Taking the example of workplace learning: the apprentice or learner is peripheral in their 

line of occupation as they are beginners, but still legitimate as they are recognised as 

participants in skilled activities (ibid.). Learners strive to move from peripheral to full 

participation in a community of practitioners, and do so not only by acquiring technical skills, 

but also by learning how a practitioner of this trade should be as a person. They do this through 

social interaction. The learner, then, in any form of learning, is not simply a container to be 

filled with knowledge but rather is involved with their whole person in an ongoing social 

process. The community of practice is constituted of people who share a common passion or 

participate in common activities and deepen their knowledge of this in interaction with each 

other (ibid.:98). Correct manners of behaving are established over time along with other 

practices and a set of shared knowledge. This can also contribute to a shared identity (Wenger 

et al. 2002:4). 

     One of the main contributions of Lave and Wenger’s theory is the understanding that 

knowledge is not merely passed on from master to apprentice, one might say 'vertically', but 

generated within the community of practice, one might say 'horizontally'. Here, I understand 

the communities of practice that the learners relate to as being the occupational categories of 

tailors and traders. 

     The theories of Lave and Wenger have been extremely influential in research on learning at 

work used by, among many others, Guile and Young (1998), and Evans, Hodkinson and Unwin 

(2002). However, the framework has been questioned. Engeström (2007:41) criticises the 

concept of communities of practice for being too static in that it is unable to capture the dynamic 

and changing nature of work organisation. I do not agree with this critique and find that Lave 

and Wenger portray communities of practice as dynamic. Newcomers do not simply merge 

into the community of practice shaped by the “old-timers”, but instead can also influence it, 

and these positions of expertise can be fluid, as Lave and Wenger (1991:56) points out, and as 

my material illustrates. 

     Similar critique is sometimes aimed at Bourdieu – that he is too concerned with structure 
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and leaves little room for personal agency, something that risks being too deterministic (e.g. 

by Jenkins 1982). I can in part agree with this and respond to this critique by suggesting a new 

form of cultural capital that has the potential to somewhat nuance Bourdieu theories of how 

inequality is reproduced. 

 

A different form of capital 

Resilience as a form of cultural capital is suggested almost in passing by Hos, Murray-Johnson 

and Correia (2019:112) in a study of the schooling experiences of newly arrived migrant 

children in the United States. The authors suggest that the endurance of hardships in life can 

lead to resilience that might be considered a form of capital in itself as it can assist an individual 

in increasing other forms of capital. The authors argue that the refugee and migrant children in 

their study demonstrated an apparent strength formed through previous difficult experiences 

that made them more resilient to challenges and able to work harder. 

     A parallel to a phenomenon in Sierra Leone is Bledsoe’s (1990) article on the cultural 

maxim of “no success without struggle”, as applied specifically to the context of how mend 

pikin, fostered children, must endure harsh treatment in the foster family as part of their 

upbringing. The concept of resilience capital is worthy of further elaboration, and the 

experiences of fostered children is one example of where it might apply. Based on the 

experiences of the tailors and traders in Freetown, I suggest resilience capital as a form of 

embodied cultural capital and as expressing itself as a) a persevering mindset, b) a stubborn 

and hardworking disposition, and c) a resilience to adversity – qualities that can all be made 

use of by the individual in order to secure economic capital, often by way of acquiring cultural 

capital, like skills, first. 

     Why speak of resilience capital and not just resilience? Resilience capital, as defined above, 

fits Bourdieu’s definition of embodied cultural capital; a way of being that functions as an asset 

to potentially enable social mobility. Recognising it as capital highlights its potential 

transmutability into other forms of capital, and stresses the fact that resilient qualities function 

as capital only on fields where they are useful, that is, valued by other actors. 

     Unlike other forms of cultural capital, at least the ones articulated by Bourdieu, resilience 

capital is not enhanced by a position of privilege – quite the opposite. Forms of cultural capital 

that would assist an individual to succeed in school, for example, are often related to having an 

advantageous starting point – such as supportive and educated parents. Difficult past 

experiences, however, are not related to privilege. They stem from adversity. These 
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experiences of adversity must be transmuted by the individual in a certain way in order to give 

rise to resources that help the individual succeed in other areas of life. 

      On another note, advantageous capital assets can also contribute to the individual’s 

resilience. Being economically secure, or socially well-connected, for instance, can serve as 

buffers against adversity. Proposing resilience capital, I do not deny this fact, but wish to show 

that there are multiple ways to acquire the ability to “bounce back”, and certain capital assets 

that disadvantage might in fact be superior in producing. 

 

Inside the tailor shop 

The field diary excerpt in the beginning of this chapter captures one of my first encounters with 

a tailor shop that I came to spend much time in over my two months in Sierra Leone. It is 

Mohammed’s workplace and it is owned by his uncle Mr Barrie. Also in the shop, was the 

elderly suit-maker Mr Jalloh, and Mariama who had been a seamstress for 40 years, as well as 

apprentices Aisha, Musu, Mustapha and Adama. My experiences in Mr Barrie’s shop will serve 

to exemplify how learning/teaching and daily life can work in a tailor shop in Freetown as it 

is, in my experience, relatively representative. 

     The apprentice’s daily life in the tailor shop is centred around practical learning and 

integrated into daily work in the shop. The needs of the apprentices must be balanced with the 

need of the tailors to do their job and generate income. One example of this is that, although 

most tailors have a theoretical idea of the correct order of learning, which varies a little between 

people, the structure might be different in practice. According to Mohammed, I would ideally 

have started with ironing fabrics in preparation for sewing on my first day, but nothing needed 

ironing. Heating the iron involves burning coals in a little portable fire stove on the floor, 

waiting for good embers to form before placing the coals inside the iron – this would both 

waste coals and take time from the projects the tailors were currently working on. Instead, I 

began by practicing on the sewing machine. No fabric, thread, or needle – just the movements 

in focus to begin with. Bit by bit, timing the spin of the handwheel with my right hand to get 

the foot pedal started with a tipping motion of both feet gradually became more natural. 

Apprentices would spend a few full days practicing this coordination of movements, an 

example of the oftentimes repetitive nature of training, and likely one reason the virtue of 

patience in learning was repeatedly stressed by tailors. 

     Mohammed, who was instructing me, pointed out that tailors must use all their senses and 

their whole body in the work. The hands keep the fabric in place, the feet move steadily on the 
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pedal – which can be felt in the calves after a long day – and vision ensures that the hem is 

straight. A strange noise from the machine implies that it might not be working properly. 

Machines do break down occasionally, but Mohammed said that he and his colleagues would 

normally wait until two were broken to call for the repairer. Paying for the repairer's transport 

twice would be a waste of money, and Mr Barrie’s shop is far from alone in struggling to make 

ends meet. 

     Mohammed would show me how to handle the machine by first demonstrating, then having 

me sit at the machine while holding his hand over mine on the wheel, showing the movement. 

In the literature on education, the process is called “scaffolding”: teachers make knowledge 

available to students by breaking down the process or showing the techniques by following the 

student’s movements (Bruner 1978:19; Downey 2008). The technique was also used at other 

places at which I trained and the tailor teaching me might thread the machine while I watched, 

then help me steer the fabric under the needle, to eventually let me run the needle through the 

material on my own. The scaffolding shows the social nature of the learning – that the 

interaction between apprentice and teacher is what conditions the incorporation of knowledge, 

particularly in practice-based training like this. 

     This episode also shows the fine-tuning of attention captured in Ingold’s enskilment. Ingold 

(2000:37) argues that skill is not simply passed down through transmission but that the learner 

must “discover” knowledge for themselves while being engaged in skilful activities. The 

training of an apprentice consists in fine-tuning his or her perception – to undergo an education 

of attention, directed by the teacher. Mohammed showed me, not only by letting me observe, 

but by engaging me in the physical technique. I tried out the toss of the hand I observed him 

do until I could feel exactly the right amount of resistance in the wheel. At this point, the 

machine could get started by a quick movement of the feet on the pedal. 

     As Gowlland (2019:2) has pointed out, the process of learning is not linear – it is rather an 

oscillation where the learner moves between feelings of “getting it”, and the awkwardness of 

failing yet again after a successful attempt. I found the learning process to oscillate, between 

drawing upon my old knowledge and discovering new and foreign aspects of the sewing 

process:  

“While sitting at the sewing machine, resting knowledge comes back to me. Right! That’s how 

you thread a machine. I finish Mohammed’s sentence as he describes the use of the bottom 

thread. He lifts the little cylinder up that the thread is going into. I touch it, look at it, he turns it, 

tells me what it’s called. There is something unfamiliar at the same time as familiar about it, a 
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small gadget that despite my (basic) knowledge of it seems so foreign, it looks like a machine 

part that might just as well have belonged to a space craft.” - Field diary entry, January 30, 2020 

Downey, Dalidowicz and Mason (2015:195) note that in  
“apprenticeship-based ethnography […] One’s own experience provides crucial ethnographic information and 

analytical insight, but the object of knowledge is really another’s culture. The ethnographer him- or herself is an 

ethnographic tool, but the ethnographer is not the research object.” 

 

I was in fact not aiming to fully participate in the tailor community. What I was engaged in was 

ethnographic fieldwork, and the community of practice I aimed to approximate was that of 

anthropologists. This raises the potentially intriguing question of what happens when one 

learning process is located within another learning process with a different ultimate aim, 

although there is not space to further explore this issue here.  

     I had limited time as an apprentice, but Aisha, a 22 year-old woman who had been an 

apprentice in the shop for half a year, gave an example of how motivating the feeling of “getting 

it” can be when there is time to engage more deeply in the training. Aisha used to be bored at 

work. She said she was not learning anything and hence struggled to stay motivated. Herzfeld 

(2004:50ff) has noted that it is not rare that apprentices experience that they are in fact not 

learning – something worth stressing in relation to how learning as an apprentice works. It was 

when Aisha reached a turning-point in her sewing: she made two dresses that she was very 

happy with, that she regained her motivation. As she persisted, she could eventually see the 

improvement in her work, which was very motivating to her. 

     The body’s engagement in the work, and in the evaluation of the work, is apparent again in 

Aisha seeing finally her progress with her own eyes. This illustrates both that learning is 

reflexive, and Lave and Wenger's notion that the learner is not simply a vessel to be filled with 

knowledge, but rather an active agent in his or her own incorporation of knowledge (1991:95). 

When the apprentice notices increased mastery, there is a concomitant increase in the desire to 

work harder and invest more time, resulting in yet more knowledge. Aisha went from thinking 

about quitting to again being set on becoming a seamstress and I understand this as being 

grounded in her increased understanding of herself as seamstress, as her experience of 

progressing towards full participation in the community of practice. In this moment of Aisha 

observing her own increased mastery, she understood herself as slightly less of a novice and 

slightly more of a master of the trade.  
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Relations of subordination, power, and exchange  

structuring learning 

I suggest the apprentice’s subordination to, first, the master tailors, and second, to whoever is 

senior to them in the workplace, is part of learning the culture of practice (Lave and Wenger 

1991:95), as well as assisting the individual’s learning process. However, the hierarchy is not 

absolute, and the central exchange between master and apprentice is often attended by other 

forms of exchange extending beyond the tailor shop. 

    Apart from the direct training, apprentices are also sent out by their masters to buy fabric, 

thread, and other materials needed for work in the shop. I will refer to the masters alternately 

as “bosses”, the word used by apprentices for master tailors. Apprentices are expected to do 

maintenance work, like sweeping the floor. Duties like these are not necessarily limited to the 

confines of the work hours or tasks directly related to the job. I came across places where 

apprentices are encouraged to do housework at their boss' home – laundry, and cleaning, and 

so on. 

     This help outside of work hours can be understood as part of the exchange between teacher 

and learner and a way for the apprentice to show deference to those who have been in the 

profession longer. It, however, also serves to exemplify how the master might make use of the 

power relationship in which they are superior to the apprentice. It has been suggested that these 

valet-like services take away from the apprentice's opportunities and time to learn (Ahadzie 

2009:269). This points to a larger issue in the relationship between master and apprentice. 

Hanson has argued that in contemporary Ghana, apprenticeships can function as “a viable 

avenue for proprietors to acquire revenue, boost market productivity, and secure cheap labour” 

(2005:164). Hence, apprenticeships are a tactic used not only by apprentices to reach social 

and economic mobility but also by artisans (ibid.). Also, in my observations, the system was, 

in fact, centred around apprentices’ free work. Peeters (2009:89) suggests that “it is not unusual 

to find more apprentices than wage employees in informal sector firms”. The services provided 

by tailors would have to be more expensive if everyone in the shop received a full salary. 

     Running errands for the tailor shop or assisting the boss at home might at first glance seem 

like activities secondary to the learning but are in fact not. I would argue they are instead central 

to it, as they negotiate social stratification based on mastery of the trade, and function as a way 

for the apprentice to show their adaptation into the hierarchy of the workplace and find their 

place in the community of practice at large. As Lave and Wenger point out, the seemingly 

trivial tasks involved in the tailor apprentice’s work “provides a first approximation to an 
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armature of the structure of the community of practice” (Lave and Wenger 1991:22). Part of 

the armature in this case, I found, is the respect that a newcomer – the term used by Lave and 

Wenger to denote those who are not yet full participants in the community of practice – should 

have towards the long experience and refined techniques of more senior tailors. An interesting 

parallel concerning ‘newcomers’ in West Africa is a phenomenon around young men who 

move to a new village and are required to work for the landowners, in relationships that might 

be exploitative (e.g. McGovern 1998:309). 

     Humbling oneself to the bosses was regularly pointed out as one of the most important 

behaviours of an apprentice, by both teachers and learners. Gowlland, in his account of being 

a potter apprentice, explains the role that respect can play in the teaching/learning relationship 

between apprentice and master. 

“In the interaction of teacher and student on opposite sides of a potter’s wheel, elements of 

techniques are acquired along with ideas about dedicated work, work ethics, negotiation of a 

relationship between a master and an apprentice. […M]y dedication to the task was as much 

about learning how to make a clay bowl as it was about demonstrating to my teacher that I was 

dedicated to learning how to make a clay bowl, and as part of this, that I was worthy of being 

his apprentice, that I respected his authority as a master, that I respected him as a member of a 

generation that had to work hard to make a living” (Gowlland 2019:518). 

Paying respect to the teacher’s expertise is a means of showing dedication and proving one’s 

dedication is a means of showing respect. Perhaps, as Broady (1998:20) has suggested, the 

novice’s strongest asset when attempting to enter the field (in the Bourdieusian sense of the 

term) might be their dedication to the task of learning about the field.  

     Showing subordination and respect is, however, not only about maintaining hierarchies. 

Passion and dedication, and really wanting to learn the skill, were often posed as preconditions 

for being able to learn. Respect must be shown towards whoever is helping out with a task or 

teaching a technique at the moment – whether it be a boss, another apprentice or junior tailor. 

The teacher communicates the techniques, and the apprentice in turn must make themselves 

available to the incorporation of this knowledge. If the apprentice does not listen attentively 

and focus on what is being taught, the enskilment process is slowed down or made impossible. 

And, although there is always a certain degree of creative problem-solving and development of 

personal technique, the apprentice who at an early stage always insists on doing it his or her 

own way instead of following instructions is likely to miss the key techniques that have been 
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developed and improved over a long time.16       

     As touched upon earlier, it is far from always that the bosses teach the apprentices. Often, 

newer apprentices would turn to senior ones when needing assistance, and the bosses would 

mainly be called upon for more advanced inquiries. Lave and Wenger discuss a very similar 

dynamic in tailor apprenticeships generally and attribute this behaviour to structures of respect. 

The apprentice will not bother the master with “awkward attempts at new activity” (Lave and 

Wenger 1991:92). They suggest that it might even be beneficial to apprentices’ learning to 

engage with other apprentices to a larger extent then with their masters, as the learner is then 

engaged in the practice, as opposed to being a subject of it. This phenomenon was mirrored in 

my own experience – when training and observing in the shop, I would prefer to turn to the 

apprentices or the more junior tailors if I had an inquiry. If only the bosses were available, I 

would have been less likely to ask and as a result obtained less knowledge. It seemed natural 

to maintain a certain distance out of respect for them, due to their seniority, both in tailoring 

experience and in age. Age is a particularly strong marker of social stratification in the country 

(Christiansen et al. 2006). 

     However, the hierarchy between newer and older tailors may not be quite as strict as that 

between apprentices and tailors. A young tailor told me how at times, the older tailors in the 

shop asked him for advice. As he had learnt more recently than the senior tailor in the shop, he 

was up to date on some new techniques that his seniors had not yet mastered. Applying Lave 

and Wenger’s theory, this can be understood as the generation of knowledge within a web of 

social relations rather than as transmission from master to novice. My observation from Mr 

Barrie’s shop, that sociality seemed central to what was going on in the workplace, might hint 

at this. It can also be understood as an illustration of the notion that communities of practice 

are not static, but rather continuously re-invented as new practices become established, 

including via the contribution of newcomers in the trade. It also suggests that the division of 

who is more novice or more senior is not well-defined in all instances. The categories of 

newcomer and master can be relational and context-dependent in themselves (cf. Lave and 

Wenger 1991:56). 

    Seniority is not always clear-cut between apprentices either. In Mr Barrie’s shop, Adama 

was Mustapha’s senior as she had spent three more months training in the shop, but Mustapha 

had four months’ practice in another shop and was hence Adama’s senior in that respect. Who 

 
16 How tools, like the sewing machine, can be used is conditioned by its history and how it has been used in the 
past. For further development of this, see e.g. Jones and Hashim (2014) on activity theory in relation to learning. 
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had the more knowledge would be difficult to establish, partly because Mustapha had to quit 

the old place because he was not learning fast enough, but he also practiced embroidery there 

which is regarded as difficult and not generally something for beginners. In addition to seniority 

in the trade, there are other factors that shape hierarchies as well. Gender is one such example. 

Adama is in a position of less authority than Mustapha by means of their genders. 

     These gender dynamics are illustrated in the following: in Mr Barrie’s shop, apprentice 

Salamatu had recently quit, at least temporarily, to give birth to her first child. This is not 

uncommon – house duties, marriage and pregnancy contributed to more female apprentices not 

finishing their apprenticeship, or delaying the process. Mohammed told me that there are 

instances where the husband does not want his wife to train, or has decided the family should 

move to another city, situations in which his wife would not have much say. This illustrates 

that learning trajectories do not always follow a straight line. The individual’s life 

circumstances as well as position in larger systems of oppression affected this. Mohammed 

himself had also spent a longer time than planned learning the profession, since he lived with 

extended family in the building where he trained as an apprentice, and would often be called 

upon throughout the day by his relatives to assist with housework. The dynamics he was in as 

a foster child, in other words, obstructed his learning process. 

     These examples indicate that neither relations of seniority (and hence hierarchy) in the 

workplace, nor the structure of learning is completely predictable but contains some variation 

between person, time and place. They also show that variations are, however, hardly 

randomised, and that social stratification grant some better opportunities than others at 

successfully completing an apprenticeship according to plan. 

 

Inside a TVET institution 

It is 8 am and the five young women enrolled in Sama17, a TVET tailoring institution, gather in 

the institution’s building, located just off the main junction of a peri-urban area outside of 

Freetown. Other rooms in the compound serve as living spaces, and in the shared courtyard, 

women are preparing cassava leaf stew while a new litter of puppies is running around. Outside 

the classroom, Mama Sesay, a part-time teacher at the institution, is making tablecloths on her 

sewing machine in the shade. 

     The students wait inside the hot concrete classroom, chatting and doodling in notebooks. 

 
17 The name of the organisation has been changed for anonymity reasons. 
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Kadiatu, Jackie, Aminata, Mariatu and Eunice are all between 20 and 27 and dressed in 

matching school uniforms – black, shiny shoes, pleated skirts and t-shirts with the 

organisation’s motto printed on the back. Eunice has brought her two-year old daughter, who 

now stumbles between us others with a big smile, wishing to be entertained. The walls of the 

room are hung with beautifully multi-coloured door mats that the students have made by 

threading scrap fabric through empty rice sacks, name tags attached to each. These mats are 

not uncommon to make in tailoring TVET, and serve, in addition to exercise, as a manner of 

keeping students engaged when there are not enough sewing machines on which to work. The 

cost of a machine, table and stool can add up to the large sum of 1 500 000 leones (roughly 

US$150) and, as a result, there are often insufficient machines in TVET institutions and tailor 

shops alike. If activities like the mat-making are not made use of, students can spend many 

hours waiting to train on a machine, slowing down the learning process. 

      The teacher, Alusine, arrives around 8.30 am. He is in his mid-thirties and has been a tailor 

since his teens. When he is not working in his own tailor shop, he holds the theoretical part of 

the education at Sama two days a week – the other days the students focus more on practical 

education. The students in this class have been in the program for between three and five 

months, but are all taught together. 

     Alusine starts the day by going through the different tools a seamstress needs in order to do 

her job – he writes words like 'scissors', 'machine oil', and 'spare shuttle' on the blackboard and 

discusses the use of each of them, urging the students to engage and explain to the class the 

items they already know. “Silence means you get it”, he says. Everyone seems to be listening 

attentively from the wooden benches on which they are sitting and taking notes in their 

notebooks.  

     “If you don’t bring these things next week, don’t bother showing up at all”, Alusine says. 

This strictness is not representative of the overall feel of the classroom, however, and the 

interactions between teacher and students vary in nature. There is an expectation of respect 

from student to teacher, as in the tailor shop, but, in practice, the social hierarchy is less strict. 

Students sometimes address him as “Sir”, but at other times they speak out loud without raising 

their hands and Alusine’s teaching is interspersed with jokes that make the students laugh.  

     After the lecture, students are called up to the board one by one to write the names of the 

tools Alusine went through. Some happily write, while others are reluctant to stand up in front 

of the class. They look very uncomfortable in front of the blackboard – unsurprisingly, as they 

do not know how to write very well. A fellow student would often help out so that their 

classmate can sit down again. Alusine then calls someone else up to the board. 
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     After the classroom session, we gather in the courtyard to dismantle a sewing machine in 

order to learn about its different parts. Alusine removes the wheel, the needle and the metal 

disk under it, and so on and, following this, the students are asked to put it back together. 

Everyone tries to focus but it is difficult to remember where all the little parts belong and 

several of us mix up which part belongs where, leading to laughter and interjections from others 

eager to help. 

     During the afternoon class, we are given a written assignment consisting of three questions: 

we are urged to find out by the following morning what different types of thread there are, what 

forms of stitches, and what “seam allowance” means. I find myself wondering how the students 

are to find this out – they are not yet placed in tailor shops, have received no schoolbooks and 

most in the group would not have access to the internet. Perhaps they are expected to ask other 

tailors? In addition, many of the students can hardly read or write. 

     When I return the following morning, most students are there but Alusine has not yet 

arrived. We all discuss our answers and the students who learnt the answers help the ones who 

did not get it right. The women copy each other’s answers, and the better writers help their 

fellow students to write their replies. When Alusine appears, he collects our answer sheets and 

goes through the correct answers with us. I suspect he knows the students have helped each 

other out, but seems to oversee this – perhaps since he knows it was difficult for some to obtain 

the answers. 

 

TVET in tailoring is quite different to the apprentice’s training in the tailor shop, especially as 

TVET institutions are places primarily dedicated to teaching, not to producing items for sale. 

TVET institutions can, however, function as commercial institutions to an extent as well – 

tailors and seamstresses teaching TVET can work on their own projects during part of the day 

at the institution, and some items that the students make, are sold for the organisation’s profit. 

     At Sama, the students are not charged fees for the program, but it is expected of them to sell 

tickets to functions and then perform dances and cook at these, in order to raise money for the 

organisation – again an example of an exchange that enables the training, here between the 

organisation and the students.  

     There is more theoretical education in TVET than in the tailor shop, where there is no 

blackboard teaching, and the shape of the programs is seemingly more formalised with a plan 

of the different steps and a certificate issued to the students at graduation. Much of the basics 

of the actual incorporation of knowledge, the enskilment, is, however, similar between the two 

training institutions. Although the description of Sama above focuses on theoretical training, 
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much of the students’ time is spent practicing on the machine. The teacher “scaffolds” by 

breaking down the processes both in the practical and theoretical components. Some practical 

duties are present, as in the tailor shop. For example, students are on a roster for cleaning the 

classroom and are at times sent out by Alusine to fetch him drinking water and such items. 

     A lack of literacy skills can pose a hindrance to students’ learning in TVET, and many 

students have not attended school before. Despite this, the TVET education I studied was, to 

an extent, based around reading and writing and the education was held in English despite the 

overall limited skills in the language among the students. Teacher and student did share 

knowledge of at least one other language, Krio, but this was not used. Bourdieu explains that 

while cultural capital is generated within education, certain forms of cultural capital are also 

required in order to appropriate the knowledge. He describes, for instance, how the teacher’s 

language is often too advanced for some students with insufficient cultural capital to understand 

(Bourdieu and Passeron 1990:114). In the TVET I studied, assignments were also maladapted 

to some students’ literacy levels. The “pedagogic transmission” (Sullivan 2002:145) did not 

seem to be functioning well in all instances. 

     Not only did this dissonance obstruct learning, but it also seemingly made some students 

feel ashamed and out of place, as they would reluctantly stand by the blackboard when called 

up, hands clasped in front of them, gazing at the floor, while the explanation that they were not 

yet good writers had to be announced by a classmate. Bourdieu explains how students who feel 

they have insufficient or inappropriate cultural capital in relation to the education may be 

reluctant to acknowledge this and try to hide the fact (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990:114). 

     This problem of unequal knowledge transmission in schools, and hence the failure to equip 

students with sufficient tools for their acquiring social mobility, is at the core of Bourdieu’s 

theory as it is generally applied to education. He claims that social inequality is reproduced in 

schools precisely because there is an implicit and paradoxical presupposition that students 

already have the skills that the education explicitly claims to teach them (Bourdieu 1977:49418). 

Paul Willis (1977) has claimed that there is an aim in schools to mitigate the barriers faced by 

lower class students so that they may transgress their class position, but that does not generally 

happen in practice. 

     In a similar vein, it seems contradictory that a TVET institution explicitly concerned with 

assisting out-of-school youth to social mobility seems to reproduce inequality, as a result of 
 

18 "By doing away with giving explicitly to everyone what it implicitly demands of everyone, the education system demands 
of everyone alike that they have what it does not give. This consists mainly of linguistic and cultural competence and that 
relationship of familiarity with culture which can only be produced by family upbringing when it transmits the dominant 
culture." 
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the education being structured in such a way that students with less literacy skills, and less 

likely prior schooling experience, seem less likely to be able to incorporate the knowledge. The 

issue of inadequately adapted education to the numeracy and English literacy level of students 

was brought up in a State Report in 2012 (Chipika 2012:45). My findings suggest that despite 

the aim in the report to improve this, the problem still persists in some places. 

     However, it is worth noting that the students’ helping each other and what appeared to be 

Alusine’s tolerance of this, might have bridged some of the obstructions to the knowledge 

transmission. Perhaps, social capital compensated for lack of cultural capital. 

     The efficacy of TVET as compared to apprenticeships is worthy of further inquiry. Actors 

like aid agencies and government authorities tend to prioritise TVET and deem it superior to 

apprenticeships, that instead have a tendency to be minimised as “traditional”, informal and/or 

inefficient. However, I observed no indications that TVET achieved better outcomes in terms 

of levels of skill or employment. On the contrary, the level of literacy in the classroom raised 

questions about how much of the information being relayed didactically in classroom style, 

rather than incorporated through embodied practice, was being absorbed.  

 

An apprentice trader’s trajectory 

As young as nine, Binta would assist her aunt, Jeneba, in the family’s kiosk. Binta was born in 

Conakry, Guinea, but moved away from her parents, who were very poor, to Freetown to stay 

with her extended family when she was still a child. She was going to assist with domestic 

work and be given the chance to go to school. However, the studying did not materialise, and 

she ended up splitting her time between work around the house and assisting in her aunt’s shop. 

Although things did not pan out as planned, assisting in the shop meant that Binta built a large 

base of knowledge around trading, and a useful network of contacts over a long period of time. 

She did end up attending school from age 15 with the financial help of a Swedish friend she 

met through her work. 

     Binta is now 26 years of age and carries her short, slim stature in a fast and decided gait, 

head held high. She describes herself as stubborn, short-tempered, and hard-working, but 

people who know her know that she is also funny, sociable, and always willing to help others. 

Her haggling or tok price with the wholesale traders from whom she buys goods for Jeneba’s 

shop consists in a mixture of loud, indignant exclamations about their ruthless prices, as well 

as an exchange of mischievous insults and big belly laughs from between both sides. When 

walking around with her in the urban-rural area where she lives, one gets the impression that 
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she knows the whole town. She studies adult education at upper secondary level, in the financial 

program, and hopes to pursue a business degree at university eventually, as well as use her 

trading skills to open her own shop. 

     Binta’s story functions as a representative example of a trader’s learning trajectory as it is 

very common to learn trading from a relative by following along in their work, learning as you 

go while being engaged in the day-to-day activities, without payment. Binta’s experience of 

growing up as a foster child with extended family is also something she shares with many 

fellow Sierra Leoneans.  

     As touched upon earlier, learning trading seems at first a very different process from 

learning tailoring. When asking “How do you learn trading?”, I kept receiving the answer “You 

just do it” from traders and non-traders alike. Tailor training has a long history of 

apprenticeships, and TVET institutions teaching the occupation abound. Learning trading is 

instead less defined, more fluid, and hence harder to pinpoint. Jordan (1989:932ff) notes that 

some learning processes are integrated into daily life, and not fully articulated. Oftentimes, a 

trader’s child would naturally spend time in the shop, assisting and gradually learning. The 

responsibility increases with skill until the parent/guardian feels confident leaving the store to 

their child for the day while they go off on errands. As Lave and Wenger put it, when “not 

separated in marked ways, from the widely distributed ‘ordinary’ activities of everyday life; 

legitimate participation comes diffusely through membership in family and community” 

(1991:92). 

     This does not, however, mean that there is no process. As most anthropologists would 

eagerly argue, there is in fact always much going on where not much seems to be happening. 

From an etic perspective, what most of my trade-learning interlocutors were engaged in seemed 

apprenticeship-like, albeit they themselves did not call it an “apprenticeship”. 

     Rather than something "you just do", there are a range of basic skills that a person must 

learn in order to trade. The person must learn what goods people want to buy and where to buy 

and sell these goods, what prices generate profit while attracting customers, how to arrange a 

market stand or even import goods. Mathematical skills are necessary to handle money, and to 

calculate expenses and incomes. Numeracy skills are an example of a form of cultural capital 

that might develop as a by-product of learning a trade, but that are also simultaneously 

necessary to practice the occupation. Many of my research participants developed their 

mathematical skills through the process of trading, like Binta who had not attended any school 

when she started.  

     The importance not only of being able to handle money, but of being good with money is 
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also something new traders must learn. Binta said the daily earnings must be saved and invested 

in more goods to sell. When I asked traders what I would need to learn in order to do their job, 

the ability to save was stressed more than anything else. The temptation of “eating the money” 

– wasting too much on food or unnecessary things – had to be resisted. Many get by on a narrow 

margin, illustrated in expressions like “turning the money” and “making one to two”, and have 

slim opportunities for saving, so this is not a given. Saving skills were hence linked to diligence, 

as it took strong commitment and difficult priorities around necessities. To be able to handle 

money well, there must be money available, which means that at least some economic capital 

is a prerequisite to acquire the cultural capital of knowing how to administer money well. 

However, one might also propose that someone with less economic capital must try harder to 

save and hence, in fact, become better at saving than someone with more economic capital. 

     Trading is a very social occupation both to learn and practice, particularly between 

learner/teacher and trader/customer. The relations to other traders are also something a trader 

must learn to navigate, for instance, how social dynamics function in marketplaces, which has 

been elaborated on previously by Clark (1994) and Monteith (2018). 

     If the novice trader is learning from someone else, then they would learn through a mix of 

observation, oral instructions and engagement in activities, often by assisting their “teacher”. 

For Binta, assisting could include coming along to buy wholesale goods for the shop or fetching 

items for customers from inside the shop while her aunt took payments. Binta’s aunt would 

implicitly teach her what prices were reasonable to buy and sell for respectively. When she 

found that Binta knew enough, she would leave the shop in her care over the day and 

subsequently for longer periods of time. 

     Not all traders have had the experience of learning from someone in this direct manner, but 

it always tends to be interpersonal processes involved. Binta’s friend Mary told me she was 

self-taught, but as she learned by informal observation and communication with other traders, 

arguably these traders still functioned as teachers, in an indirect sense. Mary said she did not 

yet feel like she knew trading, since her roadside stand where she sold toys and snacks did not 

yet make her much money. Perhaps this is an indication that there is an advantage to being 

taught directly by someone else. Learning from someone else means a steady access to cultural 

capital of the skills required to trade successfully. It potentially means drawing upon someone 

else’s more established customer base, and very often loans are acquired from relatives and 

others for starting one’s own business. Many spoke about the difficulty in acquiring a formal 

loan for those who have no collateral, like a house or other guarantee of resources. Perhaps 

even more importantly, being connected to other traders when starting out as a trader often 
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entails an economic and social buffer – if the business venture fails, all is not lost, but someone 

might, for instance, contribute new wares or money for the aspiring trader to try again.  

     Trading is also deeply social because of the regular contact with customers. There are social 

skills one must learn in order to be a good trader, or perhaps be a trader at all, since someone 

who does not have a good hand with customers will not be able to stay in business for long. As 

Binta said, the customers are the ones paying – without them, she would be out of work. She 

explained that a trader must be nice to the customers, even when they are not nice in return. 

For her, this subordinate behaviour did not come naturally and was something she had to learn, 

and reluctantly at times: 

“At the first time… hey… anytime Jeneba leave me at the shop, so many quarrels! And 

she said ‘No, you are throwing my customers away from me, you are abusing them 

every day. When someone says this, you are going to talk, talk, until no more talking!’ 

I say ‘Yes, when someone offends me, I’m not going to leave him. I swear to my god I 

will not leave him, I will not close my mouth for these people because they don’t want 

saful [to take it easy, derived from “sorrowful”]!’ 

Binta would often tell me about situations where she had asserted herself in the face of bad 

treatment. Perhaps her growing up in a family where she saw her cousins of the same age as 

her go to school while she was denied it and instead had to work hard in the home, and often 

feeling taken advantage of, contributed to this quality. 

     However, it was important for her to be good at trading, and she took seriously the increased 

responsibility for her aunt’s business endeavours over time. Jeneba had, on occasion, left the 

daily running of the shop to Binta for longer periods of time while away on travels, and Binta 

was proud to have made considerable profit for her during these times. In order to do this, Binta 

had to work against the initial reaction of defending herself against rude customers, but she 

ended up developing a strategy in which she could accept the subordinate role in relation to the 

customers, in order to gain advantages further down the line. 

     When Binta experienced that she was no longer forced to adopt this role, but chose to do so 

in pursuit of a larger aim, it did not compromise her sense of self-worth. This can be understood 

in terms of Bourdieu’s forms of capital. Acting nicely, even subordinately, towards customers 

functions as an investment in social capital, building a base of customers that want to return 

and that might in addition recommend the business to people they know. This should lead to 

increased economic capital, and to a continuous increase, as a good reputation makes it easier 

to stay in business. Compare this to the advice not to “eat the money”, as both are about 
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establishing a manner of increasing capital over time by increasing income while decreasing 

expenditure. The manner of behaving towards customers is  a form of cultural capital and 

habitus – knowledge and skills acquired by the trader as they realise how to speak and not to 

speak, when to give a discount, and how to balance the pricing of their goods. 

 

Resilience of “the outside child” 

The concept of resilience capital is useful for understanding the life courses of several of the 

research participants. Likewise, their experiences have proved illustrative for developing the 

concept further than Hos, Murray-Johnson and Correia's initial sketch. Petty trading is a lower-

class profession and many petty traders come from difficult life circumstances. Also, it is not 

unusual in Sierra Leone that poor newcomers to families, like Binta, must work hard (c.f. 

Bledsoe 1990). 

    Binta’s aunt and her family made use of most of Binta’s time for work in the shop and 

around the house. Binta’s habit of working long, hard days, however, did benefit her in learning 

the business. Still today she is used to working in a goal-oriented manner, and she combines 

long hours of housework and assistance in a few relatives’ shops with her studies. 

Anthropologist Dorte Thorsen, in an essay on child migration in Burkina Faso, has pointed out 

that “what the child migrants learn by working and living in rural towns and urban centres, 

even when they work in low-paid and insecure jobs, increases their immediate and future 

opportunities for earning an income and for increasing their social relations and knowledge” 

(2005:10). Although Binta remembers her upbringing as challenging and the treatment she 

received as humiliating, what she learned she can now utilise as skills, and the traits she 

developed as assets. 

     In the second chapter, I explained how social capital is generally drawn upon to start 

learning a profession. Coming from a family of traders has the benefit of a way into a 

potentially lucrative manner of making a living. Binta’s migration alone as a child was enabling 

in this way, contributing to her learning skills and potentially having better material 

circumstances than she would with her parents. However, this does not exclude that her 

migration also led to constrains. Her story shows the downsides of the fosterage system. 

“In states with precarious or non-existent welfare systems and safety nets, much has 

been made about the ability of individuals to fall back on extended family systems and 

forms of social capital to get through prolonged periods of unengagement, illness, and 

old age. But often the process of falling back on these ties results in a falling into harm, 
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as dependency turns individuals into frequently easy objects of manipulation and 

blame” (Simone 2004:10ff). 

“Manipulation and blame” can be read in different ways, but I connect it to Binta’s experience 

as the difficult position she found herself in while growing up and still today because of her 

indebtedness to the aunt who took her into the family. Thorsen (2006:89) cautions that Western 

scholars should not assume children are everywhere understood as docile and dependent. For 

instance, children working hard in their households is not generally conceived of as ‘wrong’ in 

Sierra Leone (Bledsoe 1990:71). Binta’s subjective experience, however, was that she was 

being taken advantage of. She recounted situations that she experienced as humiliating during 

her upbringing: 

Binta: […] because you are raised by other parents, not your biological parents, you’re 

going to have so many challenges. You and her kids are not going to be treated the same 

[…]. They are not going to be like your own mother. And you the one that they are 

raising, the outside child, they will be the “boy” to do everything for their family. So 

you have to work for them without any question. Launder their clothes, do everything 

for them. Their kids are not going to do anything at the home. 

Bim: You said “boy”. How do you mean? 

Binta: Just like a boy. Because at that time when I came to Jeneba, her children are very 

young and when they came from school – at that time I am not attending school – when 

they came from school, they will move their uniform, their socks, their lunchbox. I am 

going to do the laundry for them, to wash their lunchbox and clean the shoes that they 

use to go to school that day. And wash their uniform, iron it and put it where they can 

see it in the morning. If they wake up in the morning and don’t see the uniform where 

I placed it, they will kick me like this [she demonstrates with her leg] to get up and go 

and find their uniform. It was very difficult. 

Bim: So you were not friends with them? 

Binta: Sometimes we are friends but not all the time. […] Even sometimes when we go 

out as kids to play, Amadou [Binta's cousin] would start calling me “boy, boy, you are 

the one who is working for me, making this for me, you’re my boy.” At that time I 

swear to my god I said “I will never launder your clothes again. I will launder for your 

brother and your mother and your father but for you – if your mother want she can kill 

me, I will never do it again.” 

 



56 
 

Binta came to the family in the first place because of the poverty of her own family and her 

cousin hinted at that fact in this episode. Also, Binta and her relatives are Fula; the Fulas are a 

large ethnic group dispersed across the Sahel and West Africa. They have a long history of a 

caste system in which some groups are slaves to higher castes, and the influence of these social 

hierarchies remain today. Historically, traders are a high-status group – the caste below the 

nobility and above craftsmen. Below craftsmen are Serfs. Binta referred to these castes as she 

explained to me the Fulas’ history of trading. Perhaps, her cousin’s use of the derogatory term 

“boy” implied she was a Serf and crossed the boundary of what she would tolerate. Maybe the 

experience taught her how to, as with rude customers, maintain her pride in her own way while 

finding herself in a situation in which she felt mistreated. 

     In her home life, that was also entwined with her work life, Binta got used to working hard, 

long days, and to put up with much treatment that she experienced as humiliating and unfair. 

She reported learning to endure this to some extent and at times to be assertive. The habit of 

long and strenuous days and the patience that she developed from enduring harsh treatment I 

would argue has assisted her in trade-learning. The assertiveness she developed, as well as 

knowing its social limits, might also be of use. These qualities can be understood as resilience 

capital that she can use to reach her goals in business.  

     Mohammed’s case can serve as another example of resilience capital. He grew up without 

much money, and, like Binta, was raised by his extended family for whom he had to do much 

work, posing interruptions to his apprenticeship. Mohammed spoke about how he was now 

grateful for what these difficult experiences had taught him: 

“If I was having a comfortable life, a comfortable atmosphere wherein I don’t have to stress 

about fees, feeding and clothing and other things, I will be concentrating on my education. 

I would not have my tailoring skills. I will not have decoration skills and other management 

skills. So that is why I said during the challenges, I learned a lot. So it was like a blessing 

in disguise”. 

This notion of a “blessing in disguise” was echoed in the stories some other tailors shared with 

me, who also would probably not have gotten into tailoring but for economic necessity. The 

term hints at two possible aspects of resilience capital: firstly, the accrual of resilience capital 

is attended by suffering but once it is transmuted into other forms of capital, a 

reconceptualisation of past traumas occurs so they are now related to as being positive rather 

than negative. I suggest that the process of learning trading or tailoring can be the process by 

which adversity is transmuted into resilience capital, and this need not be limited to these two 
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areas of expertise. 

     Bourdieu states that “the value of a species of capital, for example, the knowledge of Greek 

or of integral calculus hinges on the existence of a game, of a field in which this competency 

can be employed” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 98). Several other interlocutors seemed to 

have developed resilience capital that was of use in their particular fields of tailoring, trading 

and training that they navigated, including Mohammed, Rogiatu, Alusine and Abdul. The 

resilience capital that could be accrued through training appeared to further help my 

interlocutors to acquire more cultural capital (skills) and, at times, economic capital, in their 

tailoring and business endeavours. 

     Perhaps Binta’s resilience capital can help her acquire economic capital to the point where 

she can, independently of the aunt’s help, transcend the poverty she was born into. She might 

already be on her way as she is learning business skills and studying simultaneously. 

Mohammed has a job as a tailor and a university degree, something he attributes to the habit of 

hard work he has due to his upbringing. It might be exactly these qualities that help him create 

a better future. 

 

Conclusion 

Bourdieu has argued that while educational institutions claim to increase students’ cultural 

capital, they also obscure the fact that having certain cultural capital assets to begin with makes 

easier the acquisition of more (1977:494). I showed that in at least one TVET institution I 

looked at, it appeared the students who could already read, write and who were proficient in 

English (all examples of cultural capital) had an advantaged in training. Interestingly, it also 

seemed that social capital could have the capacity to compensate for lack of cultural capital. 

This expressed itself, for instance, when students assisted each other with homework.  

     Not only cultural capital, but also economic capital could be an advantage in training, 

particularly for traders who needed at least some economic capital to start out. In addition, 

aspects like socioeconomic background (linked to economic and social capital) and gender 

seemed to condition learners’ achievements. In tailor shops, for example, it was more common 

that female apprentices quit prematurely than that male apprentices did. 

     Although it appeared those with beneficial cultural, social and economic capital had an 

advantage in training, those from disadvantaged backgrounds might have a particular set of 

strengths. Developing a brief proposition by Hos, Murray-Johnson and Correia (2019:112), 

building on Bourdieu, I suggested the term resilience capital. Several research participants 
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would claim that hardships they had faced in the past had turned out to be a “blessing in 

disguise”. I suggested that, by transmuting these experiences to strengths like a hard-working 

disposition and resilience to further adversity, individuals had an advantage in acquiring more 

cultural capital in their occupational training – and hence, potentially economic capital in the 

long run. 

     I found the processes of learning tailoring as well as trading to be fundamentally social, 

which is consistent with Lave and Wenger’s theories of situated learning (1991). Knowledge 

is not simply transmitted from teacher to learner until the learner is fully taught, but learning is 

instead dynamic. Learners incorporate knowledge with the guidance of a teacher – who is often 

another apprentice or student, and far from always a master. They are also reflexive agents in 

their knowledge acquisition. 

     The learning process also tended to be strongly shaped by hierarchy. In the tailor shop, the 

apprentice ongoingly positions themselves in relation to their colleagues, in attempts to show 

that they are legitimate peripheral participants but are striving to achieve full participation in 

the community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991). Respect for the master’s seniority in 

expertise and age is essential, and apprentices express this by acting with dedication in their 

training, and doing the master favours, such as housework, outside of the workplace. 

     Negotiating hierarchies was central also to trading, but traders would stress it more in terms 

of the subordinate role they needed to take in relation to customers. Social skills of this kind 

are one form of skill taught to on-the-job learners of trade. I showed that trading is not 

something “you just do”, even if it is often emically described this way. It too involves 

acquiring cultural capital according to some noticeable process. 
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Chapter 4: Forming ethical persons and occupational identities 

      

For Bourdieu, as well as for Lave and Wenger, schooling and career paths involve identity 

formation processes. Occupational identities are “living relations between persons and their 

place and participation in communities of practice” (Lave and Wenger 1991:53). In this 

chapter, I analyse my interlocutors’ experiences from the perspective of professional identity 

and habitus formation and the role of ethics and moral development in this process, as well the 

transition from 'learner to knower' and the obstructions that can arise along the vocational 

pathway. I concluded earlier that the apprentices, students, and trainees aim to become 

productive and economically self-sufficient citizens by means of their occupational training. I 

consider what happens to identity formation then, when trainees encounter upon graduation a 

reality not conducive to finding adequate paid work.  

 

Ethics and moral development 

“Patience” and “honesty” deconstructed 

Professional habitus has been described as the “intensive socialization into the values of a 

professional community and its standards of professional integrity, judgement, and loyalty” 

(Beck and Young 2005:185). Habitus in relation to professional practice has also been 

understood as what constitutes the “gut feeling” that guides actions taken in the job (Schultz 

2007:190). I understand professional habitus to mean the incorporated dispositions that allows 

for the actor to intuitively act in line with the community of practice's “collectively developed 

understanding of what their community is about” (Wenger 2000:229). It encompasses ethical, 

practical, social and any other skills expected of a professional practitioner. 

     The training of both tailors and traders aims to inculcate workplace ethics but also moral 

ways of being as a person in society at large, by constructing participants as productive citizens 

that would otherwise be seen as a social threat. I temporarily defined morality above as a system 

of rules and actions that predetermine conduct connected to the collective interest and social 

domain, and now elaborate on this further. Morality can be defined in many ways and the issue 
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of its definition has been the topic of much debate since the recent ‘ethical turn’ in anthropology 

(Klenk 2019:331). A common approach is for morality to be defined "in reference to the virtue-

ethics tradition and conceptualised as character formation" (ibid.:338, emphasis in original). 

As Klenk writes, surveying the various similar definitions offered along these lines, morality 

can be defined as being “concerned with adopting a certain type of behaviour to the extent that 

the behaviour becomes unreflective and habitual” (ibid.:338); as concerning a certain habitus, 

and about training oneself in a set of practices, including behaviours that can distinguish one 

from other types of people.  

     Morality can also be defined as “certain codes of conduct put forward by a society or a 

group […] or accepted by an individual for her own behaviour” (Gert and Gert 2020: para.2). 

I adopt all of these definitions here. “Ethics” I take to mean the principle for just and unjust 

behaviour in the workplace and the implicit and explicit codes of conduct in communities of 

practice at large as well as sub-groups within them. As this discussion of morality hopefully 

shows, workplace ethics and professional habitus are deeply connected. 

     The emphasis on the ethical and the moral was particularly apparent in my fieldwork in the 

repeated stress placed by bosses, teachers and colleagues alike on the need for the learners to 

incorporate honest, patient and hard-working dispositions, and for them to behave well in their 

private lives and to avoid fast moni (fast money). Honesty, patience, hard work and diligence 

are multifaceted and entwined concepts and I will explain how I understand these to be 

fostered.  

     The virtue of patience is inculcated in the learners by the shape of the learning itself, since 

the routine practice of tailoring and trading tend to be monotonous. In Sierra Leone, ‘patience’ 

is not rarely contrasted with the immoral pursuit of fast moni. Elderly tailor Mr Barrie 

complained to me that the younger generation is not patient enough or willing to work hard 

enough in order to learn a skill and would rather go after the fast moni – implying that to him 

the young are not yet fully formed moral beings. Many apprentices, no doubt, quit due to 

financial pressure and the lack of pay and, not uncommonly, those who do withdraw from 

training then seek quick cash from petty trading.  

     The term fast moni also, however, connotes money made by cheating others. Anthropologist 

Lorenzo D’Angelo observes that in Sierra Leone thieves, corrupt politicians and those who 

joined the rebel movement in the war are all seen to be chasing fast moni (2014:279; see also 
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Utas 200819). I also find parallels between fast moni and ‘the dropout’, as the latter depends on, 

or uses others, to get by, alternatively engaging in marginalised or outright illegal livelihoods. 

“[T]his money is connected with selfishness, greed and with the lack of any sense of 

community” as D'Angelo puts it (2014:18). Thus we see why fast moni is immoral – because 

the methods it entails are in essence antisocial. Antisocial behaviour on the learners’ part is 

discouraged by the emphasis on patience and hard work in training. 

 “Making it bit by bit, then you rise”, Rogiatu, a trader in fabrics, said, and similar thoughts 

were articulated by other participants, particularly traders. Both patience and honesty are also 

valued as busines strategies – a form of symbolic capital with which traders can increase social 

capital, namely, their custament. Custament is a customer base for whom the trader gives 

slightly lower prices and as a result, the customers keep returning. 

     It takes time to become successful tailor or trader and being honest to the customers is 

fundamental to this. For a trader, displaying honesty can entail setting fair prices and correcting 

customers’ errors if they accidently give excessive payment. For tailors, taking the job seriously 

and doing one’s best in the craft are important moral behaviours in addition to giving 

appropriate pricing. Traders, however, stress the importance of honesty more than tailors, likely 

because it is more central to their profession – building a good reputation as honest functions 

to position oneself favourably against the harsh competition from other traders. When traders 

told me they were honest, they were usually quick to point out that far from all traders are. 

Blaming others for dishonesty can also function as an attempt to mitigate others’ success (c.f. 

Van der Laan 1975:314ff). However, there are rules of conduct between traders, too, which I 

interpret as a manner of regulating the impact of the high competition. Between market traders, 

for instance, it is morally taboo to approach or attempt to lure in members of someone else’s 

custament. 

     In life, practices do, however, rarely reflect ideals. In tailor shops, honesty towards the 

master, boss or teacher is equally important as that to customers, since it entails showing respect 

for a senior and positioning oneself adequately in hierarchies of power. Despite this, it is not 

uncommon for apprentices to secretly make and sell clothes to their friends in the shop when 

the boss is away. This practice, commonly called Mamy Caulker business, was spoken about 

discreetly by my interlocutors, as something the boss ought not to learn about (see Hanson 

2005:167 on similar practices in Ghana). Although not officially sanctioned, Mamy Caulker 
 

19 Utas has elaborated on the reasons behind young Liberians’ participation in the war and argued that some were disappointed 
that the recent economic growth and what they saw as ‘modernity’ had not benefitted them. They had grown tired of waiting 
around for opportunities to make money and decided to join the fighting factions in hope of gaining access to money and better 
lives. 
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business is understood as common – indeed common enough to have a name – and silently 

tolerated by tailor shop bosses to a degree, as they are aware that apprentices often struggle to 

make ends meet without a salary.20 Tolerating whilst disparaging the practice is perhaps a way 

that moral standards can be upheld whilst economic realities accommodated. 

     From one perspective, we can interpret this phenomenon as entailing that learners can 

display ‘immorality’ and yet successfully merge into an occupational role and within that role 

there is some room for moral ‘creativity’. On the other hand, perhaps we could interpret it as 

that secretly taking payments is not in fact an immoral act. It is part of the exchange – the boss 

or teacher receives free labour, likely in their homes as well as in the tailor shop, and in return, 

they overlook that apprentices find other ways to make money. In that respect, Mamy Caulker 

business might in fact be part of the tailoring profession’s moral code. Herzfeld (2005:3) has 

referred to cultural intimacy as the knowledge between insiders in a group; of knowing how 

things actually work, as opposed to how they should work. It is “the recognition of those 

aspects of a cultural identity that are considered a source of external embarrassment but that 

nevertheless provide insiders with their assurance of common sociality” (ibid.).   

     While Herzfeld speaks about this in relation to the nation state and national identity, it might 

be applied to the culture of a group like tailors in Freetown, as well. Knowing that Mamy 

Caulker business is in fact tacitly accepted despite codes of ethical conduct overtly condemning 

it, is part of the insider knowledge that an apprentice should obtain, and being part of this 

cultural intimacy might be understood as an aspect of the professional habitus one is supposed 

to develop as an apprentice. The line between acceptable and unacceptable use of Mamy 

Caulker business would be interesting to examine at a later date. Would the senior or even 

‘hired’ apprentices who are still not receiving a salary be allowed to engage in more Mamy 

Caulker business than their juniors? 

“We do care about their moral upbringing a lot”  

Schooling, as Ball has argued, drawing on Foucault (e.g. 1979), is “fundamentally concerned 

with moral and social regulation” and thus embodies “Foucault's concern with the technologies 

of power and domination” (Ball 2010:i). The moral aspect of vocational training extends 

beyond the workplace. One tangible example of this is when masters or teachers also attempt 

to teach their students or apprentices how to be in their private lives (see e.g. Gowlland 2014 

for a similar argument).  

 
20 Variants of Mamy Caulker business occur in other industries as well. 
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     In some tailor shops in Sierra Leone, bosses expect apprentices to dress and behave 

‘modestly’. Omar, a senior apprentice, explained that an unmarried female apprentice who 

becomes pregnant is likely to be expelled (while a married woman could remain in the shop). 

In an example from TVET, Alusine said he teaches the students how to take care of their 

hygiene, since a neat appearance is necessary in the encounter with customers.  

     On one occasion, the aim of morally educating apprentices was actually mentioned 

explicitly. Mohammed said: “we do care about their moral upbringing a lot”. Specifically, he 

referred to the fact that he and his colleagues expect apprentices to pray at work – everyone in 

the shop is Muslim. He also said that parents of apprentices expect the tailors to teach their 

children not only tailoring but that “they expect us to give them what we know and also how 

we behave”.  

     The moral education in learning an occupation does not rarely coincide with learners’ 

coming of age, and hence with this broader intense process of social development. In a situation 

like fosterage or when learning in the family business, broader aspects of the upbringing of 

children or adolescents would be underway in the shop. We can recall Utas’ (2003:22) 

reflection that the term mend pikin might, at least in Liberian English, spring from the idea that 

children’s manners must be mended or fixed. In the instances where the learners are children, 

this might not be problematic, but the situation is quite different when the subjects of learning 

are instead adults. Omar recounted instances where an apprentice had been of similar age as 

their master. The stratification based on mastery had intersected with the social stratification 

based on age, leading to disruptions in the relationship as the adult apprentices would not 

subordinate. 

     In the TVET institutions, there is an articulated aim to change the lives of the adolescent or 

adult students by teaching them a profession. As I have outlined earlier, those who become 

TVET students have generally been marginalised to some extent, ranging from having dropped 

out of school to being sex workers. It appeared that on the basis of their marginalised position, 

they are deemed in need of social and moral development. Sama, the TVET institution 

described earlier, does not have a website, but their program is described on a website outlining 

international peacebuilding initiatives.21 It advertises that, at Sama, students learn their rights 

and responsibilities, as well as how to contribute to society. This illustrates a common 

international aid discourse that quite directly communicates an aim to mould people into well-

formed members of society. 

 
21 I do not refer to the website as I am anonymising the actual name of the organisation. 
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     The attempt at moral education was also apparent, if implicit, in my conversations with 

TVET teachers and founders (in large proportion male), when they were telling me about their 

passion for empowering women.22 There was an underlying notion that marginalised women 

should be helped, noticeable in the outreach efforts where employees visit common places for 

prostitution in order to seek out women and explain to them, in essence, that they can do better. 

     The institutions encourage conformity to certain moral codes perceived as lacking in these 

women, and attempt to help these women develop more ‘well-formed’ habituses. Women in 

TVET programs are thus taught what Beverly Skeggs terms “respectability”. Skeggs (2000), 

in part building on Bourdieu, argues that respectability is one of the most encompassing signs 

of class belonging. In an ethnographic study located in the United Kingdom, Skeggs suggests 

middle class women, by means of their social status, are seen as automatically possessing 

respectability, while working class women, instead, must work to earn it. This expectation on 

lower class women appears to apply in the Sierra Leonean TVET context as well. 

     There might be Christian undertones to Sama’s “mission” of “saving” women, given the 

prior and current association between these types of institutions and Christian movements. I 

was not able to find out if Sama is so connected but the teacher, Alusine, talked about women 

in general being “vulnerable” (that is, inherently, by virtue of their womanhood), and in need 

of certain guidance in life, and used the expression “weaker vessels” to refer to them, which is 

a term from the Christian Bible's New Testament used to describe how husbands ought to relate 

to their wives.23 However, the term is also used in English interpretations of the Qur'an and 

Alusine is Muslim, so it might merely be a reflection of his worldview. As mentioned earlier, 

TVET has a history in Sierra Leone of association with Christian missions, and potentially 

some TVET is still associated with religious movements. 

     TVET does provide marginalised women with a perhaps rare opportunity to develop skills. 

Students, like Fatmata, discussed in chapter two, reported being happy about being engaged in 

a program, and excited about this new opportunity. Nonetheless, I wish to raise the potential 

issue of perpetuating conceptions that certain groups in society are initially morally weak. 

There are also instances of teachers having romantic or sexual relationships with the students 

in TVET institutions. Fatmata was disappointed at her teacher, as he had a relationship with 

her friend who was also her classmate, while also being involved with other students. This begs 

the question of whether the students’ vulnerability is at times taken advantage of. Another 

 
22 These claims are likely a way of advocating the aim of the organisation, in addition to personal convictions. 
23 “Likewise, husbands, live with your wives in an understanding way, showing honor to the woman as the weaker vessel, 
since they are heirs with you of the grace of life, so that your prayers may not be hindered”: 1 Pet. 3:7. ESV. 
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question worth raising is whether a completion certificate from TVET is in fact conceived of 

by employers and others as an indication of a rough past and hence acts to continually define 

these women as marginal. 

 

From learner to knower 

Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997:39ff) suggest that people’s career decisions are based on turning-

points and periods of routine. Both at turning-points and in routine practice, modification to the 

individual’s habitus takes place, hence affecting his or her way of reasoning, feeling and 

behaving. Although primarily a theory of career decision making, their theory can be applied 

to professional identity formation. Professional identities among my interlocutors develop 

through a series of turning-points at which they experience a sense of ‘getting it’. A turning-

point is often closely related to the experience of independence in practice. As Binta said: 

“The time that I felt I was a real trader was the time that my aunt could leave me with the 

shop for the rest of the day. At that time, I know that I know something. I can do everything 

[…]. When she wanted to go to Conakry, she would leave everything to me and go. And 

when she came back she would meet [see that] everything is okay.”  

I understand this as a modification to Binta’s habitus when she proved to herself and her aunt 

that she could handle the next level of responsibility and that she is able to independently 

practice her business skills. Turning points can often be social. Binta's turning point was 

strongly connected to interactions with others in the field, like the customers she catered to, but 

particularly with her aunt/teacher. Binta could tell that Jeneba had noticed her improvement 

when leaving the shop in her care for the first time. It functioned as a, perhaps even unintended, 

test of Binta’s mastery. Upon returning, Jeneba found everything in order and expressed her 

approval (as a person of more mastery and authority). Later, she would leave Binta in care of 

the shop more often, hence cementing Binta’s position as trader instead of trainee, more and 

more each time. 

     Alusine, who the reader will recall is both a tailor and TVET teacher explained a formative 

moment as follows: 

“At one time, I was sitting alone, my boss wasn’t around, when someone come with a fabric 

and say ‘My man, I want to test you. Today I’m going to test you. I’m not going to give it 

to your boss. If you decide to spoil it, I have no problem, but if it come out successfully, 

well, it is a praise.’ Eventually, God almighty guide me and I passed the test. So, from that 

point, I knew I already become a tailor.” 
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In Alusine’ case, it took the form of a more articulated test. The realisation of himself as tailor 

is social just like in Binta’s case, but here it is the relationship with a customer that is in focus. 

The customer in turn likely received a better price for the risk he took by employing an 

apprentice, and this may have been an instance of Mamy Caulker business.  

     These turning points for Binta and Alusine were not definitive points at which they became 

a trader or tailor respectively. For instance, Alusine also experienced a new level of settled-

ness in his tailor role when he acquired his own shop. Binta suggested that being able to teach 

others was evidence of mastery. Hence, teaching one’s first apprentice might be a turning-point, 

that often takes place long after a person has started identifying as a trader. This implies that 

there might be no set point at which one is finished, and illustrates that identities of mastery are 

ongoing processes. 

     My own presence as an apprentice – being the newest one in each place I trained – allowed 

for other apprentices to take on identities of mastery, as they would show me how the work is 

done. I would also ask them questions about the learning process. If we accept Binta’s definition 

of mastery as the ability to teach others, I might myself have affected some learners’ 

understanding of their own learning processes as I temporarily related to them as experts. 

     Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997:37ff) stress the formative importance of routines, since they 

find that this aspect has largely been ignored in earlier research on life and career paths that 

tend to favour the turning-points, or prominent occurrences.  

     Professional identities simultaneously emerge as much from turning-points as from more 

dull events, often in the form of repetitive training: hemming meters of fabric or giving change 

to the fiftieth customer for the day. It is in these everyday events that skills and knowledge 

eventually become second nature, and tasks typical of a tailor or trader finally became 

something that the learner did without reflecting much around it. The professional habitus is 

expressed in this “second nature” experience of doing the job tasks. Bourdieu stresses the 

importance of time – from which I draw a parallel to the repetitiveness of the apprenticeship – 

in the forming of habituses. 

     The pre-reflective quality of embodied knowledge has been described by Giddens (1984) 

as practical consciousness, and as tacit knowledge, by Polanyi (e.g. 1983:4). Tacit knowledge 

is the knowledge we cannot put into words, while still being able to utilise in practice. It 

includes sensory and conceptual information as well as images. Practical consciousness is 

“taken for granted knowledge about how to act” (1984:7). Perhaps the difficulty in pinpointing 

a time in which the learner becomes a knower is also because it is an attempt at theorizing that 

which is intuitive and embodied and hence cannot adequately be placed in words. 
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     Periods of routine are illustrated in part by the sheer time invested by my interlocutors in 

becoming a trader or tailor – everyday practice, often characterised by repetitiousness, is what 

most of the training that leads up to mastery consists of. The formative importance of routine 

is also illustrated in people’s constant emphasis that diligence, patience and hard work 

(involving long, strenuous days) is absolutely crucial to learning. 

     The learner’s conviction, through these turning points and routines, that he or she can do 

the things required of a tailor or a trader, along with being more qualified for a certain kind of 

work, also results in a modification of his or her horizon for action. Trader Michael has 

managed to open a shop of his own. He sells stationery and motivational books aimed at people 

in business from a small shop in central Freetown and has the help of his apprentice Abdul. 

“If you are staying with your boss all the time, you don’t know if you are growing or not. 

You don’t know what’s your capacity. I can manage a business, three branches. [When] we 

started to build the shops, I managed all the construction projects and all the other things. 

So, after that I saw that I can go out and make it on my own” - Michael. 

Horizons for action entail both subjective and objective aspects (Hodkinson and Sparkes 

1997:35). For Michael, this turning-point changed his subjective understanding of self (his 

habitus). It made him feel confident he could run a business himself. Objectively, he was able 

to do so by means of the money he saved up from the small commission he was paid by his 

former boss. The change in horizon for action led to the career decision of leaving his boss. 

     Far from all tailors and traders are able to start their own business relatively soon upon 

learning the trade. Michael had more capital assets than most of my interlocutors. For instance, 

he had the commission-based salary from his boss. His family was well-educated and had high 

expectations on him to study (entailing cultural capital), and the university fees were his main 

motivation to run the business. Also, perhaps the numerous books he read in his training 

contributed to a viable business strategy. Michael would often refer to the many tricks and skills 

he learned from reading these. 

     In sum, an individual’s opportunities and choices must be understood in the larger context 

of their lives. Abilities to realise dreams such as a business of one’s own is dependent on 

acquiring skill and confidence. But material realities like access to economic capital and land 

or otherwise space for a shop or tailor shop, social connections, having the time to invest in 

career endeavours, and so on, along with accurate demand for one’s services, all play prominent 

parts in people’s career paths. 
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     If trade identities are formed not in one specific moment, but in a range of turning-points 

interspersed with periods of routine, it also implies that an identity is never fully formed, and 

a learning process is never finished. For Lave and Wenger (1991:115) as well as for Bourdieu, 

the processes of learning and forming identity are indeed entwined. As Colley, James, Diment, 

and Tedder state it, "learning is becoming" (2007:471ff; see also Frykholm and Nitzler 

1993:434 for a similar argument).  

     Although many would recognise instances when a noticeable change in identity and 

realisation of increased knowledge took place, learners, traders and tailors alike would also 

often insist that no one is ever fully trained: that there is always more to know and learning is 

lifelong. Traders must stay up to date with things such as customer preferences, or else they 

will not be able to continue in business. Tailors must know how, among other things, to create 

the constantly changing styles in fashion. For trader Lansana, there was something to learn, 

however small, every day.  

     A career path is also filled with continuous turning points after the learner has finished his 

or her training. Separating from the family business and starting up on one’s own, changing 

orientation in goods or types of clothing one makes, taking on an own apprentice to teach – 

there are numerous examples of what these can consist in. Consequently, changes in perception 

of self and in one’s habitus can occur. Altered routines also play a part in these transformations. 

With these events, the horizon for action is modified and the individual is able to grow within 

the same line of occupation – or perhaps another one, and indeed at times perceive they are not 

growing at all. Change will take place but how and of what kind is largely unpredictable. 

Obstructions to the process 

Career paths generally do not follow a predictable line (c.f. Strauss 1962:65) and occupational 

training does not always lead to mastery. How occupational identities evolve depends on 

circumstances in the labour market and training venues (TVET, tailor shop, or marketplace). 

     There are times where the learner’s, the teacher’s, and other’s view of when an apprentice 

is finished do not align. In fact, we should not even assume that different actors have identical 

ideas of what the goal of the practice is (Lave and Wenger 1991:113). I have suggested the 

master tailors might be reluctant to let go of the apprentices’ free labour. Apprentices, in turn, 

might experience conflicting demands from family or a need for money and hence quit the 

training prematurely, or search for fast moni. Although it happens that apprentices sometimes 

leave before the master deems them finished in order to start out on their own as tailors, there 
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was an understanding among my interlocutors, apprentices and tailors alike, that they were 

unlikely to succeed. Mohammed cautioned that if an apprentice decided to leave prematurely, 

he or she would face the consequences when customers realise that they are lacking in skill. 

     In Sierra Leone, where reputation and personal relations shape career opportunities to a 

large extent, and seniority is power, the apprentice’s business is likely to suffer from 

disagreements between apprentice and boss. Moreover, the apprentice is expected to seek and 

receive the master’s blessing in order to be acknowledged as a tailor, as a sign of respect. 

Ahadzie argues that the belief an apprentice cannot be successful without the master's blessing 

is a mystical one held throughout West Africa (2009:271). One might speculate that masters 

perpetuate this belief in order to keep apprentices in the shop as unpaid labour. 

    Most people who set out on an endeavour to be a tailor or a trader aim to one day start their 

own business. At the very least, they hope that their training will eventually result in a reliable 

income. On a labour market where work opportunities are strongly conditioned by access to 

social and economic capital, however, far from all who finish can find paid employment 

reasonably soon. Mohammed acknowledged that “the institutions that have finance by donors, 

when you are done they will present you a machine [with which] you start your own work for 

yourself. But here, we don’t actually do that. It’s kind of a disadvantage to us”. He went on to 

explain that where the opportunity to commence on their own is absent, there can be 

opportunities for apprentices to remain in the tailor shop and work.  

     I came across differing accounts as to what this work normally looks like, and it is difficult 

to generalise. Some can be hired in the shop and gain a percentage of the profit (which was 

custom in Mr Barrie’s shop according to Mohammed), but it seemed common that these 

arrangements did not involve much income for the new tailor, and not uncommon that there 

was no payment at all. Many finished tailors would rather engage in productive work than be 

idle, even when the job is unpaid, and “continuing the apprenticeship” can involve material 

benefits such as meals and shelter. In some tailor shops, it is custom that male apprentices sleep 

in the shop at night, as a sign of dedication, but, one might speculate, also as a measure of 

control. It could, however, also save the apprentice transport money or provide an alternative 

for those with challenging home situations. By continuously engaging in work, the apprentice 

also gains practice, experience and potentially valuable social connections, not unlike an 

internship in the West. However, this also poses the question of whether the market for tailors 

might be saturated partly as a result of this free labour and, reflexively, causes us to ask to what 

extent unpaid internships in the Global North similarly might serve to contribute to, rather than 

solve, unemployment. 



70 
 

    As Mohammed said, some TVET institutions provide their graduates with a start-up kit to 

help them start up their own businesses. Although these material assets are potentially an 

advantage, students would often complain that they do not have any place to set up their 

business and that they do not yet have a custament. As a result, many are forced to sell the kit. 

Training in a tailor shop arguably provides better opportunities to build the social capital 

necessary to start a business, than training in TVET. In the latter, students spend their time in 

the institution’s buildings and do not have the opportunity to network with potential future 

customers. This also applies to building a network of other tailors, which can be important in 

finding a venue to work from, and others to co-operate with in business endeavours. 

Acquisition of social capital can be at least as important as acquisition of cultural capital in 

learning tailoring, and this applies to trading as well. 

     For graduates at some TVET institutions who did not manage to start their own business, 

there was the opportunity to come back and teach other students. Some women expressed a 

wish to themselves in the future help other women out of disadvantage via TVET, and the goal 

of finishing is in these cases not only to practice as a seamstress, but simultaneously as a 

teacher. Graduates would not always be remunerated for teaching at their TVET institution. In 

the account of Vandi, the founder of a TVET organisation outside of Freetown, no one in the 

institution, including him, was receiving a salary as the organisation was struggling financially. 

Potentially, some people in the organisation would receive a certain income through unofficial 

payments from students, for instance, as this is a common practice. Also, graduates’ “teaching” 

of new students would, according to my observations, often take the form of occasional 

assistance, and not necessarily entail substantial responsibilities or the actual work experience 

of teaching, hence arguably not providing the experience that might make unremunerated work 

‘worth it’. 

     The fact that many, upon finishing, were still not able to acquire paid work reasonably soon, 

begs the question of whether the sought-after occupational and adjacent social identity had in 

fact been fully realised when they graduated. Many learners in my study are young and/or find 

themselves in a liminal place where they are not fully living up to the independence associated 

with adulthood. “The movement from childhood to adulthood is a movement not just between 

developmental positions but between positions of power, authority and social worth”, as 

Christiansen, Utas and Vigh put it (2006:12). 

     Isatu dreamed of saving up to rent a shop space, but for the time being she is selling fish in 

smaller quantities in the local market. In our interview, she described herself as follows: “Mi 

na jɔs a petty trada. Ar nor get boku moni, jɔs fo do small small business. Mi na fish uman. Na 
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fish wok ar dea do” [I am just a petty trader. I don’t have much money, just enough to do very 

small business. I am a fish woman. Fish work is what I do.]. From this quote, one gets the 

impression that Isatu identifies as a “fish woman” rather than a businessperson. This might be 

due to the nature of her work. Selling fish involves a very particular daily routine that begins 

with waking early and heading to the wharf to wait for returning fishermen. It is, however, also 

clear that she is emphasising the small scale of her business and limited success as she perceives 

it. She is not yet where she wants to be and has yet to realise her identity as a successful trader. 

Isatu still somehow finds herself in between, knowing she can do business (as she is planning 

to open a shop) but not yet seeing in the near future that she will be able to obtain the economic 

capital to properly use her skills. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has addressed the process of growing from learner into trade practitioner. I suggest 

that the incorporation of occupational identities and professional habituses as tailors and traders 

involves not only conforming to work-related ethics but also learning how to act morally and 

find belonging in society at large. In essence, this entails that one’s occupation is part of one’s 

identity and that the norm of being productive citizen is realised by people learning and 

engaging in work. 

     I showed that some practices that might appear ‘immoral’ can in fact also be part of the 

cultural capital expected of aspiring tailors and traders to obtain. It is, for instance, part of the 

rules of the game (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:98) in many tailor shops that apprentices 

provide unremunerated labour, but that, in exchange for this, bosses silently tolerate that 

apprentices make and sell clothing to their friends, something that goes against explicit codes 

of conduct. 

     I brought some potential issues with the ‘moral education’ into relief by considering the 

extent to which it involves coercive control and perpetuates marginalisation. I adapted 

Hodkinson and Sparkes’ (1997) theories on career decision making to also apply to the process 

of professional becoming, suggesting becoming a trader practitioner results from a series of 

turning points and periods of routine practice that continue throughout life and for this reason, 

the training is never complete. 
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Chapter 5: Navigating the labour market 

“Unemployment makes people creative.” - Mohammed. 

 

 “It’s no easy”. Countless Sierra Leoneans would stress this to me about trying to get by on the 

labour market. Poor youth, particularly would talk about the difficulty of navigating a reality 

of scarce job opportunities and limited chances for higher education. Also, a lack of initial 

funds make it difficult to pursue an entrepreneurial path that can generate a more substantial 

income than, say, petty trading. 

     This was not seen as a phase that would simply pass. Many felt stuck in the liminality of 

social youthhood or waithood as discussed above. However, as Honwana stresses in her 

conceptualisation of waithood, youth are not passive in this liminal phase: “young people are 

not merely waiting, and hoping that their situation will change of its own accord. On the 

contrary, they are proactively engaged in serious efforts to create new forms of being and 

interacting with society” (Honwana 2013: para. 21). At the same time, however, "[y]outh are 

especially vulnerable to the structural conditions that generate poverty and limit socioeconomic 

mobility" (ibid: para. 23).  

     The tension between agency and the structural barriers that inhibit it – free will and social 

determinism, ultimately – permeates this chapter. The chapter discusses how learners as well 

as tailors and traders who are post-training find ways to get by, advance in their career pursuits, 

and strive to advance in their training and work life. They are circumscribed in opportunities, 

but yet adopt a “feel for the game” (Bourdieu 1990b:66). Informal sectors of the Global South 

tend to be described as deficient, failing to live up to Western norms, when, in fact, they do 

function (c.f. Simone 2004). Despite the difficulties, people in the Global South find a way to 

eke out a living and, in this chapter, I explore how my interlocutors do so. I outline some 

categories of tactics – or approaches – used by my participants, but also by urban Sierra 

Leoneans at large.  

     There are, of course, numerous ways of coping, and it is important not to simplify or attempt 

to schematically predict people’s behaviours in relation to challenging labour market realities 
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(Blustein et al. 2013:257). An exhaustive account of all the methods people use in their pursuits 

of social mobility and a sense of purpose is not what I aim for here and would hardly be 

possible. Nevertheless, a fair few of the different sub-tactics made use of by my participants 

seemed to fit under what I have identified as a few overarching categories, which I have chosen 

to call flexibility, reframing, diligence and co-operation. The tactic categories are not discrete 

and more often than not used in combination – a person’s action or approach might fit under 

several of the categories. They can potentially, with further development, function as an 

analytical model of what people actually do in relation to the labour market, and perhaps apply 

outside of the Sierra Leonean context.  

Tactics 

De Certeau (1984:35ff) argues that “strategies” are used by people who relate to stable 

environments and can plan long-term. Those who relate to a high degree of uncertainty instead 

utilise “tactics”, which are more short-term (see also Utas 2003:30ff). Ultimately, it has to do 

with what forms of power the actor has over the social terrain they relate to (ibid.). My use of 

“tactics” illustrates that the actions taken by my interlocutors responds to a perceived and real 

contingency in life conditions, that make longer-term planning difficult and at least somewhat 

abstract. 

     Utas (2005:407) has described how “agency is no longer something you possess or do not. 

Rather, it is something you maintain in relation to a social field inhabited with other social 

actors. Agency is thus highly dependent on specific social situations.” Although my use of the 

word “tactics” entails my participants’ circumscribed abilities to plan long-term, it does not 

mean to say that they do not plan at all, and it certainly does not mean they do not aspire. 

Rather, what it entails is that “[i]nstead of rationalizing means to chosen ends […] actors take 

advantage of whatever means are available and thus settle on a specific end out of the many 

that would have been acceptable”, as Johnson-Hanks (2005:376) has elaborated on relating to 

unpredictability.	

     I do not wish to imply my participants lack agency or place them in a perpetual category of 

‘the weak’ or ‘powerless’. My hope is that the accounts that will follow shall make clear that 

the aspiring tailors and traders in this study are hardly lacking the capacity to be strategic if 

circumstances were would be more reliable – and that in areas of their lives where they have 

more influence, we might rather call their methods “strategies”. 
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Flexibility 

“The activity [in environments of uncertainty] is not to develop a good plan and follow it 

but rather to respond effectively to the contingent, sudden, and surprising offers that life can 

make” (Johnson-Hanks 2005:376).  

Flexibility emerged as a key tactic in conversations on coping with uncertainty on the labour 

market. Many participants had come to the realisation, through various turning points in their 

upbringing, training or studies, that they would have to be flexible and adaptable to find a means 

of providing for themselves and/or navigating their lives towards social mobility on a larger 

scale. Flexibility can include a range of sub-tactics and I will focus on two of them. One sub-

tactic is to engage in several activities simultaneously, for instance, by engaging in formal 

education and vocational training at the same time, or maintaining a couple of different jobs or 

businesses. 

     There is much research on the need of people in low-income countries to diversify income-

bringing activities. The phenomenon has been called “multiple survival strategies” (Bangura 

1993:8) and “diversification as livelihood strategy” (Ellis 1998:2). West Africans’ use of this 

method was described by anthropologist Keith Hart already in 1973. The difference in my 

approach is that I interpret what I term “flexibility” as an approach, an outlook from which my 

interlocutors make not only survival-based, but also career-oriented, decisions from and not 

merely limited to diversification of income. Flexibility in my take on the term overlaps with 

the term la débrouillardise (to make do, or manage) that has been used for instance by Ly 

(1985) to describe how poor people make do in francophone West Africa. The latter term 

connotes being resourceful, flexible and astute.  

     Another common way my interlocutors use flexibility is by not firmly deciding on one path 

but being open to happenstance (see also Miller 1983; Baumgartner 1982) – being conscious 

of and pursuing unexpected opportunities. Anthropologist Jennifer Johnson-Hanks (2005:363) 

has argued that 

“Action has been commonly theorized as the fulfilment of a prior intention. But 

uncertainties, both the probabilistic uncertainty of events and the subject’s experience of 

uncertainty, threaten to dissolve the link between intention and its fulfilment”.  

Cooper and Pratten (2015:1ff) explore how uncertainty can be a a productive place from which 

people live their lives and such uncertainty is not unique to Africa. There is a global trend 

towards rising inequality, insecurity and precariousness (Standing 2011:vii) and similar 

approaches to decision-making as those outlined here are likely used all over the world where 
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uncertainty and precarity exist.  

     Abdul’s life story is one example that involves two forms of flexibility. Abdul is an 

apprentice trader, 22 years of age, living in the centre of Freetown. He grew up in rural, 

Northern Sierra Leone. Abdul’s family provides for themselves as farmers, but struggle to get 

by. Looking back at his childhood, Abdul remembers long, hard days in the field and difficulty 

making ends meet. As a child, Abdul would dream of leaving the village, studying at university 

and finding an office job in the city. When he was ten, a man from Freetown, unknown to him, 

came to the village and his school. Through this unexpected meeting, Abdul’s life took a turn. 

The stranger explained that he saw potential in Abdul’s intelligence. “I see something different 

in you”, he said. The stranger offered to bring young Abdul back to Freetown and provide for 

him as well as secure his schooling in the city. Abdul moved to Freetown and came to like it, 

especially having access to the comforts he had not had in the village, like electricity, and even 

a television. When his guardian passed away two years ago, Abdul found himself at a turning 

point again. The man who had provided for him was no longer there. However, through a 

mutual friend, he met Michael, the business books trader introduced earlier. Michael offered 

Abdul an apprenticeship in his shop, and Abdul now splits his time between his school (at high 

school level) and training in the shop. 

     Abdul’s story shows his flexibility in that a) he was open to happenstance, as he accepted 

the offer to train with Michael, although he did not at the outset picture himself working in 

business and b) he is diversifying his opportunities by simultaneously studying in school and 

undertaking an apprenticeship. Perhaps we can understand his parents’ willingness to send him 

away as a child, as an expression of their flexibility as well. 

     The term “office job”, that Abdul originally aspired to, I use both emically and etically. The 

emic term usually implies a more stable form of employment in the formal sector, and 

sometimes specifically as a civil servant. These are generally desirable jobs among my 

participants – yet largely unavailable to them – but at the same time, for many, it was 

compromised by suspicion. 

“Office jobs is good – you have good air condition, food, and so on. But [employees] are 

afraid of one thing, that someday, maybe, they will sack you. […] For me, I want to be self-

employed and at the same time, I want to work for the government. Because the money that 

I receive from the government office, I will use it to invest in my business. […] If the 

government fire me, I don’t have problem, because I know I have somewhere where I can 

have money.” - Abdul 
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Mohammed did not at the outset plan to diversify his skills and merits, but in hindsight realised 

the benefit of having done so. He perceived the unavailability of “official jobs” as the main 

issue: 

“I thought that if I actually learn another skill, I will not be like depending on official jobs. 

You know. Which is very, very, very risky to do, I mean in part of country like I am where 

unemployment it is high […] so people graduating is very, very tough for us. So I thought 

that, if I have my own skill [tailoring], and I have my university knowledge, you know I 

will be able to transfer those skills to something very good.” 

It is widely understood that there is a necessity for civil servants and for many employees in 

the private formal sector to accept extra payments under the table in order to make enough 

money – another form of flexibility, perhaps – or example of cultural intimacy (Herzfeld 

2005:3). 

     Mohammed’s situation is not representative of tailors at large, given he has a university 

degree. Abdul is engaged in a potentially lucrative form of trade and is studying in high school, 

while the reality for most traders is more grim. Their experiences are hence not wholly 

representative of the bulk of tailors or traders in the country – but their engagement in multiple 

activities and openness to unexpected opportunities is an example of the challenges most 

Freetonians face in relation to the labour market. 

     Realising the importance of, and subsequently practicing a flexible approach to work life, 

can be conceived of as obtaining a feel for the game, in the fields my interlocutors navigate. 

What the “feel” entails varies between sub-fields, but adaptability and openness seemed to be 

necessary strategies both to cope and to have a chance at reaching a better position in society. 

Knowledge of how to operate in “the game” develops over time and with experience. Abdul 

had, early in life, wanted an office job and then realised he would have to take another path, 

and perhaps never rely only on official employment. Mohammed took the path through tertiary 

studies and a range of disappointing encounters with employers before he realised – and could 

appreciate – his tailoring skills. His aims landed in an aspiration to one day utilise both skills 

in combination. More specifically he hopes to open his own tailor shop for large-scale 

manufacturing. 

 

Reframing 

This tactic entails reframing past experiences and current realities, and adapting visions for the 

future to these new understandings. It is a method of appreciating where one is at the time even 
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when this does not quite line up with one’s original goals, and a way of finding ways to dream 

and aspire that one can also believe in. Hence, this tactic has more reason to be used, the more 

an individual has experienced adversity or had to compromise their pre-envisioned vocational 

path. 

Rethinking the past 

Reframing past experiences is a way of staying motivated in present pursuits of social mobility, 

and of finding meaning in the circumstances of today that past challenges had led up to. 

Mohammed’s description of his own life situation is demonstrative in reframing the past: 

“Actually my life is like a bit difficult [heh]. [It is] like all in the past now and I learnt a lot 

through it. I learned to be strong, I learned to be independent to myself, I learned skills that 

I am using now to earn my own living. So it’s like, doing your own challenges, you learn a 

lot about other things because it be like, something pushes you to do another thing. Because 

if I was having a comfortable life, a comfortable atmosphere wherein I don’t have to stress 

about fees, feeding and clothing and other things, I will be concentrating [only on] my 

education. I will not be having my tailoring skills, I will not be having like decoration skills 

and other management skills. So that is why I said during the challenges I learnt a lot. So it 

was like a blessing in disguise [laughter].” 

Mohammed, like Binta, experience that hardship he has endured in the past has led to positive 

experiences later in life. In fact, he grew up under somewhat similar circumstances to Binta – 

as a mend pikin, with extended family and a guardian that he did not feel fairly treated by. This, 

along with not having much money, developed him personally, into the “strong” and 

“independent” person he is today. It had, in addition, contributed to him diversifying skills and 

learning the use of the flexibility tactic, since, due to economic duress, he needed to work 

several jobs while studying. Through his studies and work, Mohammed could convert the 

difficulties he had endured into resilience capital (c.f. Hos et al. 2019:112). 

     Others also spoke about how the process of learning an occupation made them realise 

strengths they had acquired from earlier struggles. Tailor Alusine said that during his apprentice 

training, he and the teacher did not get along, as the teacher become jealous of his proficiency, 

but, today, the training had led him to be a TVET teacher as well as running his own tailor 

shop. “I was not treated fairly, but now I’m reaping the benefits”, Alusine said. Rogiatu, an 

elderly female trader, had the misfortune of losing her shop and, along with it, all her goods 
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after the RUF24 entered Freetown. Having to start all over again had been crushing, but also led 

her to realise her own cleverness. Prior to the rebels’ arrival, she had stowed away a small part 

of her goods at a friend’s house, with which she could start picking her business up again. She 

would often stress that she had an ability to “keep on pushing”, as she described the quality of 

keeping going no matter what. 

      Alusine and Rogiatu thus developed resilience capital.25 I suggest this can attribute to 

agency, or at least tactical agency (Honwana 2000:61, drawing on de Certeau's vocabulary), to 

individuals who otherwise risk being characterised in theoretical discussion simply by a lack 

of assets by which to negotiate their social position. To expand this line of argument, I will take 

a different example of tactical agency, as it might be used by people experiencing even more 

circumscribed life chances than my interlocutors. Vigh (2006:31) has shown that many of the 

youth who became combatants in West African wars in recent decades saw this as a way of 

avoiding what Hage (2003:78) calls “social death” by negotiating social positions. Even, war, 

then “becomes a terrain of possibility” (Vigh 2006:31), that can involve a promise by 

mobilisers of money, new possibilities abroad after the war, or an increased quality of life. This 

is in line with Hoffman’s suggestion, touched on in the introduction, that war can be one venue 

among others that people turn to as labourers (2008).26 In sum, this shows that even those facing 

such an extreme lack of opportunities for a worthy life, that “violent life chances” (Vigh 

2006:31ff) seem the better option, both possess and exercise agency.  

Reconsidering present and future realities 

Another form of reframing can take place through optimistic reflection on one’s present 

situation (c.f. Blustein et al. 2013:262). This means, in the case of some of my interlocutors, 

finding oneself in a work life situation that is not desirable at the outset, but choosing to focus 

on the positive aspects of the current situation and perhaps, as a result, learning to like it.  

     I established early on that many tailors and trader had not originally idealised these jobs. 

Like Abdul, many had dreamed of an office job, but now claimed they would not want to rely 

only on these, and would rather rely on themselves. Rethinking present and future occupational 

realities is generally tied to my interlocutors’ reasoning around self-employment. In Abdul’s 

 
24 Revolutionary United Front. 
25 Alusine’s claim that strenuous work led to a positive outcome, and Rogiatu’s claim that painful experiences made her realise 
her capacities, can be coping mechanisms. Perhaps, developing coping mechanisms and resilience capital might be entwined 
processes. 
26 Hoffman show how those mobilised in the Sierra Leonean civil war are often mobilised as labour in a range of industries 
after the war – not rarely by the same mobilisers. 
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case, practicing trade and reading the business books he sold inspired him to instead head down 

the entrepreneurial path. 

     While in the West, self-employment is generally understood as a potentially more 

precarious employment form, for Abdul and many others it was in fact viewed as more secure 

than being employed by someone else. It was also deemed more lucrative economically. Binta 

claimed that “here in Africa, business pays more than working in office”.27 Self-employed 

tailors and traders alike enhance the positive aspect of increasing economic capital 

instantaneously, for themselves, as opposed to waiting for a monthly salary, that they think 

they cannot count on receiving. 

     While articulating an appreciation for their current situation, many traders28 still hoped that 

through having their own business they would raise the capital necessary to study at university 

and eventually work in an office. Like Abdul, they wanted to diversify options and arrange 

economic buffers for themselves. Trading could hence be conceived of as a means to an end 

and not a goal in itself. There appeared to be, for many, some ambivalence around this. My 

understanding from talking to a range of people about this is, that wage employment in the 

formal sector is desirable as it entails physical comforts and social status. Self-employment is 

desirable since those who succeed – traders who own their shops or taxi drivers who own their 

cars, for instance – enjoy more flexibility and can make more money than the office employee.  

     When an individual reframes current realities as outlined, it can also lead him or her to 

reshape goals and dreams in accordance with new perceptions, values and preferences. One 

example is that of banker-turned-trader Lansana. I was introduced to him by a friend in the 

cosmetics shop where he works with his two brothers and their cousin, who is also the owner 

of the shop. Lansana studied accounting at university and went on to work at a bank for almost 

a decade. After that, he worked for a mining company for another eight years before he was 

made redundant. He then decided to join his brothers who already worked in the cousin’s shop, 

since he did not want to “just sit at home”. Now, a year later, he has decided to stay in trading, 

his main motivations being the freedom of working for himself, as the brothers and cousins 

share management tasks between them and relate to each other as co-owners, rather than as 

manager and employees. Lansana appreciated that “you can do everything in your own time, 

and set your own goals”.  

     Lansana likely has a brighter outlook on his future as a trader than many other traders in 

 
27 This presupposes people who succeed to become more established as traders. 
28 This appeared less common among tailors and their apprentices as they were already learning what was considered a long-
term investment in a “skill”. 
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this study. He has relatively solid capital assets to assist him in his business endeavours, like 

the social capital that materialised in his employment in the cousin’s shop. He has a university 

degree and years of formal employment, cultural capital that is valued even by the dominant 

class in Sierra Leone society, to use Bourdieu’s terminology ([2000] 2005:78). Although this 

is, as has been shown, not in itself a guarantee he could find a job, it provides him with a 

potentially better outset than someone without a degree. 

     By converting hardship faced in the past to resilience capital, viewing current realities in a 

positive light, and reframing visions of the future in accordance with new things learned, my 

interlocutors found meaning in their pursuits, on a labour market that otherwise seemed hostile 

to them rather than conducive to achieving mobility. 

 

Co-operation 

Co-operation with others is of fundamental importance to create job opportunities and income 

security and to share costs and risk. Developing social capital and forming alliances is crucial 

for many Sierra Leoneans, not only tailors and traders, in securing livelihoods. Hence, I 

reiterate that social capital ought to be placed at the forefront when attempting to understand 

African urbanity from a Bourdieusian perspective (Noret 2020:14ff). 

     It has been claimed that social networks are a way for African urbanites to navigate 

uncertainty, and that these networks often replace weak states in providing social safety nets 

(Lindell 2010; Lindell and Utas 2012). Anthropologist Nanna Schneiderman (2014) has 

developed the term connectionwork to describe the importance of maintaining relations of 

varying characteristics with others in order to succeed professionally, for example, in the 

Ugandan music industry, which she studied. 

     My participants use co-operation, and draw upon social capital, when they learn an 

occupation by means of their connections, find job opportunities or alleviate risk by going in 

for joint business pursuits, to mention just some examples. For instance, Binta’s aunt today 

sells fabrics from a shop space she rents together with a friend. By renting the space together 

and then dividing it with a wall, both can run their separate business and split the cost of rent.  

     I will focus on one phenomenon to illustrate how co-operation is used, namely, saving 

arrangements called osusus. This phenomenon is common in low-income countries and has 

been referred to in the literature as susu, from a Ghanaian term (Anku-Tsede 2013), “rotating 

credit associations” (Geertz 1962; Ardener 1964), or shortened ROSCA for “Rotating Savings 

and Credit Associations". Osusus are used in different sectors across Sierra Leone, but in the 



81 
 

context of this study, I encountered it mainly when talking to female traders. 

     An osusu can take on different forms (Ardener 1964:201) but entails communal saving 

arrangements. One example was given by trader Isatu. She explained that every day, her and 

nine other women selling fish in the market put away a part of that day’s earnings to a common 

pool. At the end of each day, one of the members of the osusu receives the total sum. This 

money allows for the recipient of the day to pay larger fees that would otherwise be hard to 

produce – school fees for the children, for instance. The osusu goes on a rolling schedule that 

can either be ended after one round, or extended. Isatu and her colleagues had a security system 

in place: if someone stole money or did not contribute to the savings, each person had another 

one in the group who was responsible to compensate for this. Isatu appreciated the comparative 

informality of her osusu – saving in the bank involves “boku [many] protocol”. 

     Isatu’s quote illustrates that far from all Sierra Leoneans have a bank account, but still might 

wish to put their money away for safekeeping. In a phenomenon that can also be referred to 

(emically) as osusus, but is more of a bank function, someone who has a bank account offers 

to deposit other people’s money in it as well, and keeps a small share of the savings in return. 

     Osusus (in its etic meaning of rotating savings) form not only a vehicle for economic 

security and access to larger amounts of money to use for private expenses or business pursuits, 

but also functions as a social glue. It has the potential for nourishing trust between its members 

(Ugiagbe and Vincent-Osaghae 2014:2). Through this community-building, I suggest members 

can handle the issue of distrust towards others that my interlocutors often articulated in our 

conversations. 

     I found there to be a tension between trust and distrust, independence and dependence, in 

the manner my participants related to others. Sierra Leoneans rely on each other to a high 

degree, as social safety nets are constituted by private relations (c.f. Utas 2012b). Economic 

and social support is mobilised in the osusus and private relations of reciprocity, through Big 

Men networks (see ibid.) of patronage providing social protection, visible in the nepotism that 

keeps the majority of Sierra Leoneans out of the inner circle of high status jobs. The social 

dynamics and the entwined nature of formal and informal networks are illustrated by Utas and 

Christensen (2016:42): “it is common and arguably necessary for politicians and state 

representatives to place more effort on controlling informal networks in order to maintain 

power than to formally govern the country”. 

     However, this reliance on social connections allows people to, at times, take advantage of 

others. Trader Rogiatu claimed that “if you rely on somebody, they will let you down”. This 

risk was often alleviated by co-operating with family, who to many seemed easier to trust than 
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others. Both Binta and Isatu said that if they had their own shops one day, they would never 

trust anyone but their husbands to assist them, as they were afraid someone else might steal 

money. 

     Osusus function as social glue because they require a degree of trust with people who are 

not one’s family members. The egalitarian form where all members have roughly equal gains 

and risk of losses, probably make it less likely that a member takes advantage of others. Osusus 

that are arranged like Isatu’s, with a formalised division of accountability, may also prevent 

tensions arising between others in the group just because one person acts dishonestly. 

 

Diligence 

The tactic of diligence means, in essence, that the individual makes a point of working hard, 

persistently and with dedication, being convinced that this is the way to social mobility. I call 

“diligence” a set of tactics, rather than merely a personal quality, because of my participants’ 

systematic usage of it and the cultural discourse surrounding “hard work”. 

“In life, there are two things involved. Either you meet [encounter upon birth] your parents 

rich, or you meet them poor. If you meet them rich, then they will help you to become rich. 

But if you meet them poor, you as a child have to do something so that you will bring them 

from their poor status, into a successful life where they will be happy. And that’s my 

determination. And that’s my aim. For me to take my parents from their poor background 

[…]. And I surely believe […] I will do that for them.” - Abdul 

I never observed that Abdul questioned the fairness of his situation. He seemed to imply it was 

“the natural order of things”, as Webb, Schirato and Danaher (2002:25) describe how people 

inside a power structure might view the invisible hegemony. Abdul would often reference the 

business books he reads and sells, within which the view was promoted that one’s own hard 

work alone decides the limits of one’s success. He had a different take on the individualist focus 

that these books, predominantly North American, showed. In his wish for success, his family 

was included, and he felt the duty heavily on himself to help his family to also be “successful” 

by means of the money he made. This is very common in accounts of West African migrants 

(c.f. Thorsen 2006) and the desire to help significant others was central in pursuits of self-made 

success for my interlocutors in general. 

     Abdul also reflected on the counter-aspect of this reasoning; that a person's position is likely 

the result of the effort she or he have expended. This seemed to be a common inference and 

that thus one's success (in terms of social, economic and/or cultural capital) or lack of it is 
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deserved (c.f. Bourdieu 1974:32). The idea that it is one’s own hard work that will lead to 

economic success and social mobility seems to be incorporated already during occupational 

training. In a previous chapter, I elaborated on the repeated emphasis by teachers and students 

alike on hard, patient and diligent work as key to success in most tailor shop, TVET 

organisations, and trading businesses. 

     Diligence was connected to being self-employed. It was closely tied to ideas that with a 

stubborn mindset, there is little limit to how much money can be made, or how renowned one’s 

business might become – at least in theory. In practice, many interlocutors said they were 

indeed working hard but still struggled to get by. Isatu, the market fish trader, acknowledged 

that despite her very real struggle and hard work, she was not economically successful. She, 

like others, had seen that it does not necessarily pay off directly to work hard, and stressed that 

a lack of access to capital was very limiting. Isatu’s solution to this was, nonetheless, and as 

with many other traders’ to which I spoke, to save, be patient, and wait for capital to 

accumulate.  

     McNamee and Miller describe the ‘meritocracy myth’ as “the myth that the system 

distributes resources—especially wealth and income—according to the merit of individuals.” 

(2004: para. 2). It is a “myth” since structural factors and uneven distribution of resources are 

disregarded. McNamee and Miller originally spoke about this in the context of North America 

and The American Dream, but the term has also been used in relation to African settings 

(Mazanderani 2020). Bourdieu also relates to this phenomenon in his analysis of the 

reproduction of inequality in education in Europe, so the false perception of meritocracy likely 

applies in many different geographical and social contexts. He claims that, in schools, the 

dominant narrative of meritocratic competition blurs the actual realities: it creates the 

perception that success is legitimate, when in fact, lower class students have a great 

disadvantage in education (Bourdieu 1974:32). This view permeates other social institutions as 

well. Some would succeed ‘against the odds’ – like the wealthy businessmen with little 

schooling whom Abdul idolised – but in a perceived meritocracy, this instead reinforces the 

“appearance of meritocracy” (Sullivan 2002:146).  

     The meritocracy myth permeated my participants’ reasoning around labour market 

opportunities for what appeared to be understandable reasons. Individual effort was the factor 

of success over which they had most control. They (realistically) held few expectations that the 

state could be relied upon to help them advance socially and economically, or even assist those 

who were poor to get out of poverty. Authorities were not relied upon by my interlocutors to 

provide adequately accessible education and job opportunities, or with other measures to help 
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facilitate the social mobility of the majority of the country’s citizens. 

     If this suggests a dichotomy between tradition and modernity or gemeinschaft and 

gesellschaft, it is not meant to. The two latter analytical concepts were originally developed by 

Tönnies ([1887] 1991) and built upon by Weber ([1922] 1978). Gemeinschaft is used to 

describe societies that are regulated by ties between community members and was used by 

Tönnies to describe the cultures of peasant societies. Gesellschaft stands for cosmopolitan 

social systems in which formal institutions supposedly instead regulate social relations, and 

self-interest guides moral values. For Tönnies and Weber, the former (‘traditional’) system and 

manner of relating to others was seen as a predecessor to the latter (‘modern’) one. These 

concepts were seen as ideal types rather than as directly applicable to actual societies, and were 

perhaps not without value in their day, but anthropologists today see them as highly problematic 

as they are simplistic and falsely imply that societies develop along a scale, along which some 

societies are further ahead than others. I hope to illustrate that elements of both community and 

self-interest, ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ institutions, and so on, shape my interlocutors lives, and 

do so in all societies.  

     Many related their hardship to the failure of current politics and expressed a disappointment 

about the situation, but it still seemed to lead back to the notion of having to work hard to make 

it despite this, perhaps because of little expectation that the political situation would change. 

Many Sierra Leoneans are just getting by, and the strong focus on survival might, quite 

reasonably, leave little energy for political action (c.f. Appadurai 2004). However, Lindell 

warns against the tendency to underestimate African informal workers' capacity to engage in 

political agency and to see the capacity to organise against injustice as exclusive to the 

“traditional working class” (2010:2). 

     The discourse of the Sierra Leonean government places great emphasis for responsibility 

for economic success on individual youth, as this quote from the recommendations of the first 

State of the Youth Report demonstrates (bold text in original): 

“What the Youth Must Do: The GoSL [Government of Sierra Leone] has made a good 

start in tackling youth development issues in the country. The challenges the country 

faces in other sectors and nationally are enormous. Clearly, the youth themselves must arise 

and have more self-determination, work harder, become more innovative and 

entrepreneurial, change their mind-set and unproductive culture and become more 

productive and focused citizens. To be sustainable, once the structures are established and 

fully established, support from Government and development partners should complement 

the practical initiatives of the youth, rather than the other way round!” (Chipika 2012:84) 
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Although the preface of the report, an extract from a Presidential address, commits the 

Government to "equitably distribut[ing] the fruits of prosperity to all" (ibid.: vii), the report's 

recommendations puts a prominent focus on individual action as the cause and cure of social 

problems, and a tendency to blame the marginalised for their position including their "mind-

set" and “unproductive culture”. While it is hardly the case that young Sierra Leoneans would 

simply and uncritically internalise this view of themselves, the report does illustrate a larger, 

neoliberal discourse in which strategies like ‘diligence’ may seem like viable routes to a better 

social and economic position. 

      

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have argued that many ways in which my participants pursue social mobility 

can be described within the following tactics: flexibility, reframing, co-operation and diligence. 

The use of the word “tactics” rather than “strategies”, following de Certeau’s distinction 

(1984:35ff), acknowledges that the tailors and traders develop their methods of coping and 

striving for better life circumstances against a backdrop of uncertain and circumscribed 

opportunities. I attempted to explore the tension between agency and structural barriers in this 

process and how, despite the challenges, they are able to develop a feel for the game (Bourdieu 

1990b:66). 

     I argued Flexibility entails being adaptable and resourceful, and expresses itself in, for 

instance, a diversification of training and income-earning activities, and taking an open 

approach to happenstance. Reframing has bearing on my interlocutors’ past, present and future. 

By focusing on the positive aspects of a current livelihood, even when one wants to be doing 

something else, is a way of appreciating, and making the most of, one's actual circumstances. 

Challenging experiences can be transmuted to resilience capital and function as a way of 

approaching the labour market with more confidence. I proposed that recognising resilience as 

a form of cultural capital can acknowledge the agency in disadvantage. I suggested this agency 

can perhaps play a role in propelling people towards social mobility by compensating for a lack 

of certain other capital assets.  

     I argued Co-operation plays a fundamental role in most interlocutors’ work life trajectories 

and gives social capital a more central role in these processes in African Urban settings than 

Bourdieu's account would prima facie suggest (c.f. Noret 2020:14ff). I suggested that osusus – 

communal saving arrangements – and other forms of co-operation can serve to build trust 

between people. I would further argue that this, by extenion, has potential to strengthen 



86 
 

societies. 

     I argued that diligence, the fourth tactic outlined, overlaps with a neoliberal public and 

political discourse emphasising the individual’s own efforts in achieving success. I 

problematised the tendency of neoliberal politics to place the burden of solving issues persistent 

on a structural level, on individuals. After all, Bourdieu describes how reproduction of 

inequality functions in such a way that it gives the impression of a meritocracy, when in fact, 

people have different opportunities based on their social positioning (c.f. Bourdieu 1974:32). 
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Chapter 6: Concluding discussion 

      

Beyond statistics and grand narratives that gloss over complexity and nuance, my interlocutors 

and their fellow urban Sierra Leoneans live their lives and navigate labour market realities. By 

examining the micro perspective – the experiences of people who train for and engage in work 

– I have aimed to increase understanding of some of the actual workings of a West African 

urban labour market. The aim of this study has been to capture the practices of tailor 

apprenticeships, on-the-job training in trade, and tailoring vocational training institutions in 

and around Freetown, Sierra Leone. I have investigated how learning and knowledge 

transmission works within these training institutions, what the learners aspire to in life by 

means of their vocational pursuits and what they gain from their occupational training, as well 

as how they navigate the labour market in order to reach their goals. In this concluding chapter, 

I draw together my main findings and conclusions in relation to these questions and reflect 

further upon them, including in relation to further possible research. 

 

Aspirations 

I found the participants in this study were all, in different ways, driven by a wish for social 

mobility. I have understood social mobility as increasing social, cultural and economic capital 

in the Bourdieusian sense of the terms. Vocational training in tailoring and trading serves as a 

manner of obtaining cultural capital in order to eventually convert this to economic capital in 

professional practice. Some of my interlocutors entered vocational training to further their own 

social mobility and others entered training to further the social mobility of their family, 

through, for example, child fosterage.  

     Many of my interlocutors had limited schooling and if they did not learn or engage in an 

occupation, they would be seen by others as ‘dropouts’. ‘Dropouts’, or idulers, are people who 

are considered lazy, dependent on other people and suspected of pursuing fast moni – marginal 

livelihoods gained by deceiving others. Living off others or at society’s margins is viewed as 

antisocial behaviour, as refusal to be part of a community, and is associated with not having 
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taken the full step into adulthood – irrespective of age. Pursuing a “respectable” livelihood, for 

instance engaging in petty trading as opposed to prostitution; or learning a skill like tailoring, 

is a manner of finding inclusion in society by fulfilling expected obligations and hence 

conceived of as a morally just decision.  

     Applying Bourdieu's definition of capital as the resources that, in combination, have the 

ability to grant someone “membership in a group” (1986b:248), I suggested that my 

interlocutors’ striving for social mobility, through pursuit of capital assets, is, in essence, a 

moral striving; a wish to feel included in society and valued as hard-working citizens. 

      I discussed various factors informing and constraining my participants’ agency in choosing 

and developing their career paths. Tailoring or trading presents itself as a viable option for my 

participants according to what Bourdieu terms their habituses (e.g. 1994:65); their subjective 

apprehensions and ways of being in the world that are affected by objectives realities of the 

field (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:126). I argued that horizons for actions (Hodkinson and 

Sparkes 1997:34ff), of which habitus is part, shaped the possibilities that my interlocutors 

related to. We saw that in the economic field of Freetown’s labour market, participants like 

tailor Mohammed experienced objectively circumscribed opportunities, and had the subjective 

experience that an apprenticeship was the given way to proceed: “If you don’t excel in school, 

they will send you to learn a skill”, he said. I found those who turn to tailoring are generally a 

group who do not have enough of a buffer of capital assets to take big risks with their 

livelihoods. 

 

Gains of occupational training 

Social mobility – to what extent? 

I found my interlocutors had managed to achieve some social mobility. Extending the analysis 

I now suggest that this mobility tended to be limited, precarious, and/or slow. At the very least, 

most gained some level of buffer against poverty and social exclusion. I found that my 

participants' advancement was circumscribed by what Bourdieu describes as the systemic 

reproduction of inequality, where individuals’ initial capital assets condition their opportunities 

to acquire more (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990).29 

 
29 That societal institutions work in this way is not, in other words, a characteristic only of the context of my study. Bourdieu 
first applied it to 20th century France. 
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     The participants' mobility was limited in that the occupational training rarely lead directly 

to sufficient or reliable paid employment. However, the participants found ways of getting by 

and could increase their quality of life in some respects. They generally transcended or avoided 

being labelled as ‘dropouts’ and hence accomplished the morally coded goal of being accepted 

as productive citizens. Hence, they established better social positions, in part by acquiring 

cultural capital, for example, as aspiring seamstresses in TVET, as opposed to idulers. Those 

of my interlocutors who set out to learn small-scale trading by practicing it did make some 

money, but too little and too unreliably for it to entail more than very limited economic 

mobility. We saw that, as Noret (2020:2) has pointed out, following Bourdieu’s take on social 

space, mobility in social space can happen without fundamentally changing people’s life 

chances in the Weberian sense of the term.  

     To take this analysis further, it appears my interlocutors usually at most achieve what 

Camfield and Monteith call “fleeting social mobility” (2020:98) or Hübinger calls "precarious 

prosperity [prekärer wohlstand]" (1996:207); namely, as Budowski, Tillman, Keim and 

Amacker paraphrase Hübinger, "the paradox of a certain level of material wellbeing, allowing 

for a certain scope of agency and planning, on the one hand, and [...] an inherent insecurity and 

perceived threat of downward mobility, on the other hand" (Budowski et al. 2010:16). Most of 

my participants have not yet reached a state even of precarious prosperity, but Hübinger’s 

concept illustrates that the social mobility they have managed to achieve is often subject to 

contingency. They often lack scaffolding in terms of more solid economic, social and cultural 

capital, which makes their journeys through social space precarious. I found those who are 

able to make an upward class journey must constantly be vigilant not to lose their new-found 

improvement in economic and social position. Like Bourdieu, I understand class, not as a self-

identified group but as an analytical abstraction of a group of people with similar positions in 

social space (1985:725). 

     Utas has shown how, in Sierra Leone, even “[p]eople on the street corner do move up the 

social ladder; they leave the street corner and get out of abject poverty. But the process is slow 

– too slow” (2012a:2). My interlocutors’ social position and starting points vary, but the 

slowness of progress is apparent in their work life trajectories. Many find themselves waiting 

– for economic capital to accumulate, for employment opportunities to arise, for a time when 

one’s own effort counts more than one’s social capital. In Mohammed's case, his finance degree 

never translated into economic capital as he lacked the relevant social capital to get a job in 

that field. I contextualised this waiting in terms of Honwana's (2014:28) concept of waithood 

as a liminal space between childhood and adulthood where Honwana argues many young 
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people in Africa find themselves trapped. Appadurai has even suggested that patience might, 

as the world looks today, be the most important quality of the poor in general (2004:81). The 

concept of waithood does not, however, presuppose those affected by it are passive and I argued 

there are many ways in which my participants resisted their conditions. 

     Some interlocutors did find themselves in comparatively good situations but their stories 

tended to confirm Bourdieu’s theory that privilege is reproduced. For example, trader Michael 

managed to start up his own shop. He is now even able to study at university with the money 

he saved up. However, he had more formal education than many of his trader peers, which 

means more cultural capital, including advanced literacy and numeracy skills which assists him 

in his work. Michael comes from a well-educated family who held expectations that he would 

also study, which likely contributed to his cultural capital as well as sedimenting a scholarly 

confidence in his habitus. In order to nuance the picture, however, Michael’s apprentice Abdul, 

with a lower initial socio-economic position, might, if everything goes right, also develop the 

social and cultural capital to one day become co-owner of Michael’s business or set up his own. 

And tailor Mohammed has, against many odds, been able to go to university. What their 

trajectories will look like is for the future to tell as pre-existing capital is not wholly 

deterministic. 

Occupational training as personal and social development 

It seemed, in fact, that what my interlocutors mainly achieved by their training was something 

other than acquiring a job or a greatly increased standard of living. I argued the training 

provided an avenue for personal, social and moral development. I argued, for example, that, 

along with the development of skills, came an increased trust in one’s personal capacities and 

the potential for developing resilience capital, a term and concept I further developed, 

elaborating on the work of Hos, Murray-Johnson and Correia (2019:112), who in turn draw on 

Bourdieu's notion of symbolic capital. I suggested resilience capital, is a form of embodied 

cultural capital that results from an individual transmuting their experiences of adversity to 

work in their favour, generally by the development of a) a persevering mindset, b) a stubborn 

and hardworking disposition, and c) a resilience to further adversity. These qualities might  

then be used in order to achieve economic, social, or more cultural capital. 

     Several of my interlocutors claimed that the hardship they had endured turned out to be a 

blessing in disguise, as it had made them more resourceful, and by extension, in some cases, 

assisted them to a better position on certain fields. “Hardship” could entail, but was not limited 

to, experiences of poverty or interpersonal relationships permeated by destructive power 
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dynamics. I used Binta's story to exemplify this. She was forced to work hard in the house and 

shop of the aunt who she grew up with as a foster child, or mend pikin. Binta now attributes 

her stubbornness and strong work ethic – qualities she was proud of and saw benefited her in 

business – to these, at the time, stressful, experiences. 

     I argued that it can be through the process of learning an occupation that an individual 

develops and/or utilises resilience capital and the capacity to derive potential capital from 

hardship has implications for the social reproduction of inequality. Bourdieu’s original forms 

of capital spring from advantage, but the concept of resilience capital suggests that there are 

ways in which the disadvantaged might have a certain strength in navigating social fields.30 

This does not necessarily undermine Bourdieu's theories of social reproduction – there may be 

other forms of cultural capital that are more highly valued in any given field – but it has the 

potential to nuance them. 

     The inequality-reproducing nature of symbolic and economic capital seems to come from 

its circular, self-reinforcing nature. Like economic capital, accruing symbolic capital 

accelerates the accrual of further capital, and that expanded capital base accelerates the accrual 

of further capital, and so on. Hence the advantage of one's starting position can be multiplied 

over time. Similarly, as Bourdieu (1977:494) notes, social inequality is perpetuated in 

education partly because some of the cultural capital purportedly being imparted is also a 

presumed prerequisite. Hence, students without it are significantly disadvantaged. I observed 

a similar phenomenon at the TVET institutions where students who could not speak English, 

the language of instruction, were disadvantaged in learning tailoring. 

     To what extent resilience capital can be used to achieve social mobility is worthy of further 

inquiry. For now, I have shown that it appeared as if some of my participants’ resilience capital 

could substitute for other forms of capital in aiding their social mobility. If resilience capital 

can assist social mobility, it can nuance the determinism that Bourdieu is sometimes accused 

of (e.g. by Jenkins 1982). It also serves as a reminder that those who experience limited 

opportunities in life are not devoid of agency. 

     I see no reason why the development as well as utilisation of resilience capital could not 

take place in other occupational training settings in addition to those studied here, as well as 

perhaps circumstances unrelated to education and professional practice. 

 
30 Another way that previous hardship can serve as capital assets is as symbolic capital – for instance when a successful 
business person is admired as self-made because of growing up in poverty. Resilience capital is different, as its assets are 
practical capacities, not what it symbolises to others. 
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    I found there were several ways in which vocational training contributed to my interlocutors' 

social development. Most importantly, training served as a way for my interlocutors to find 

belonging with others in a community of practice in Lave and Wenger’s terms (1991) and a 

“professional habitus” (Beck and Young 2005:185, Schultz 2007:190). I argued, the 

individual’s incorporation of a professional habitus with the embodied skills and ethical values 

this entailed also means incorporating what was a shared habitus in the community of practice. 

As Bourdieu explains, habitus does not only accrue in individuals, but also in groups 

(1986b:212). 

     I found the sense of belonging to a professional group, and taking pride in this belonging, 

applied more to tailors and established traders (e.g. those operating on a larger scale), than to 

petty traders. Quite understandably, as tailoring, albeit a lower-class profession, is valued as a 

‘skill’ and established traders are regarded due to their comparatively good economic standing, 

petty trading is in Sierra Leone society seen as a subsistence activity rather than a job.31 Petty 

traders often seemed to have incorporated this understanding themselves. However, this did 

not mean they did not feel like part of communities. Micro finance networks, osusus, that 

function as a form of social safety net, is one example of the communities in which petty traders 

subsist. Isatu, for instance, belongs in a group of other female petty traders that she saves money 

together with, and this seemed an important factor in her work life. 

     While Lave and Wenger speak about being part of a community of other trade practitioners, 

I expanded this to include feeling like a valued member of society, or “recognition of social 

worth” (Christiansen et al. 2006:13), and suggested that a well-formed professional habitus, by 

extension, can be part of fulfilling the expectations placed on people as members of society.  

Occupational training as moral development 

I argued the occupational training seemed to, fundamentally, entail as a moral education rather 

than a path to adequate employment. I suggested this moral education is potentially a manner 

of alleviating society’s concern about idle and/or marginalised youth. The morally coded 

qualities of honesty and respect for customers and colleagues are part of the ethics the students 

are expected to incorporate with their professional habitus.32 The expectation is not confined to 

the workplace, however, but also applies to behaviour at large, and in OTJ-training occurring 

in one’s family or relative’s workplace, where the actual upbringing of children often coincided 

 
31 Potentially because the majority of petty traders are poor women and hence this occupational groups is structurally margin-
alised from a class as well as gender perspective. 
32 Although the practices are probably more complex – for instance, traders were, when insisting on morality and honesty, 
reacting against a perception they had had many traders did indeed cheat. 
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with teaching them an occupation. This blurs the line between occupational and childhood 

development. 

     In some tailor shops, apprentices were urged to pray, dress modestly, and go straight home 

at the end of the day. Showing what was seen by their masters as respectability was part of the 

code of ethics and “feel for the game” (Bourdieu 1990:66) to be able to be accepted in the 

social space of the tailor shop.  

     The TVET institutions had an explicitly broader agenda and aimed to reform marginalised 

women's lives. Sama, for example, explicitly aims to teach students to become self-reliant and 

learn to be of use in the development of society. 

     This moral education was not without gain for the learners. I have concluded that the 

learners themselves strived to be seen as moral by means of undertaking training. However, 

the moral education also entailed an aspect of control, as when tailor apprentices were expected 

to do household services for their masters in order to display their dedication. Along the same 

lines, the women who joined TVET in order to transcend their marginalisation appreciated the 

chance to learn a skill, but I suggested the association between TVET and marginalised women 

might make a TVET diploma symbolise one’s previously exposed position in society. 

     The international aid discourse tends to connect youth idleness with violent, political revolt, 

a connection that some anthropologists have criticised for being assumptive. It is interesting 

that my interlocutors and other Sierra Leoneans I met, albeit speaking much about idle youth, 

never mentioned a fear of political violence. Their concerns were different, and more about a 

potential moral decay. It is expected of youth to eventually obtain economic self-sufficiency, 

as part of the step into adulthood. If this does not happen within the expected timeframe – 

which is all too common when there is a scarcity of reliable jobs – people hold the perception 

that youth might engage in criminality, prostitution or the like, which are deemed immoral 

activities. I argued, ultimately, the fear of youth idleness stems from its perceived threat to the 

socioeconomic order.  

 

Tactics for labour market navigation 

Apart from on-the-job training, I have also outlined some other ways my interlocutors navigate 

their lives towards economic, cultural and social capital, as well as striving for success in their 

occupational lives. I summarised these under four tactics which I called flexibility, reframing, 

co-operation, and diligence. I termed them ‘tactics’ rather than 'strategies', reflecting de 
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Certeau's (1984:36ff) distinction between the two and that my interlocutors' methods were 

developed within the frame of uncertain environments and circumscribed opportunities.  

     The participants' strategy of flexibility, which was expressed foremost in diversifying 

livelihoods and being open to serendipitous opportunities, had given rise to a broad and varied 

set of skills and knowledge among them. The strategy of reframing allowed some participants 

to transmute hardship and discontentment into a resilient disposition and the capacity to make 

the best of a situation.33 Diligence provided participants with a general will and ability to make 

the effort and ‘do what it takes’. Co-operation helped alleviate risk and enabled gravitation 

towards the fulfilment of aspirations, for instance by assisting people toward job opportunities. 

     The tactic of co-operation speaks to the fact that Sierra Leone society is largely structured 

around social networks within which people assist and rely on each other. Noret (2020:14ff) 

suggests social capital deserves more sustained attention than Bourdieu affords it, when the 

subject of study is African social spaces. I have attempted to do so in this thesis, and would 

argue that it is necessary in order to properly understand the workings of Freetown’s labour 

market. I believe this set of tactics have application beyond the experiences of the people who 

have informed this study. There is reason to believe that similar tactics would be used in other 

circumstances of precarity and uncertainty. 

 

Knowledge acquisition 

The main arguments I have made in relation to knowledge transmission and acquisition in the 

institutions I have studied are that learning is a) fundamentally social, b) structured by hierarchy 

and c) conditioned by the learner’s existing capital assets. 

     I described how learning in tailor shops, TVET institution and trade-related venues alike 

works as a social process using Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theories of situated learning. I 

showed that a significant part of the knowledge in these settings is generated horizontally 

between co-learners and between tailors rather than transferred vertically from master/teacher 

to learner. Tailor apprentices teach each other, TVET students assist one another with 

assignments and I found even seemingly ‘self-taught’ traders learn the basics from other 

traders. 

 
33 Useful economic, social and/or cultural capital assets can also constitute resilience, as they can entail an ability to “bounce 
back” from adversity. Reframing, however, relates to resilience capital which instead aims to show how those less privileged 
can acquire certain other forms of resilience. 
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     I have argued hierarchy expresses itself in training, for example, through distance between 

learner and master, and the need not to make unnecessary claims on the master's time and 

hierarchies based on expertise and seniority of age. In addition, practicing either tailoring or 

trading entails knowing to subordinate oneself to customers. 

     On the job training that is not called “apprenticeships” is understudied. I have shown that 

learning trading on the job is not unlike an apprenticeship, with its own sets of practical, social 

and ethical skills that the learners incorporate by being immersed in the shop, market or even 

street environment. I have shown that tailor apprenticeships in Sierra Leone’s informal sector 

hardly lack structure and coherence in form simply because they are not structured by written 

curricula and set graduation dates; neither does on-the-job trading lack its own set of logic. 

Local and international NGOs should keep this in mind when developing vocational training 

programs and development policy. There is much to draw upon from how more ‘informal’ OTJ 

training works – and has worked for a very long time – rather than assuming that the apparently 

more formal TVET form is superior. For example, OTJ seems to have an advantage in building 

the important social capital necessary to make use of the cultural capital accrued in terms of 

skills. 

     Anthropological reflexivity includes putting theory in two-way critical dialogue with 

ethnographic data (c.f. Ghodsee 2016:52). For the most part, I have used Lave and Wenger's 

theory of situated learning to explicate learning processes, but the processes I studied also have 

potential to critically engage with, and elaborate upon, that theory. Hierarchy only plays an 

implicit role in Lave and Wenger's theory, in that learning, conceptualised as approximating 

full participation in a community of practice, entails finding a position in such a community, 

and hence, implicitly, negotiating hierarchies and power dynamics. I have explored and 

elaborated on these in the studied context and found them to be central to the learning process 

and to take various general forms, including subordination, mutual obligation and exchange, 

and both vertical and horizontal forms. These structure the learning process but are also part of 

what one incorporates and positions oneself in relation to in constructing one's professional 

habitus. My hypothesis is that these categories of social dynamics and hierarchy apply to 

learning generally, but further research is required to confirm this.  
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Neoliberalism and labour market inequalities 

I have explored various ways in which labour market inequalities shape my interlocutors’ daily 

lives as well as life chances. I have placed these inequalities in a larger perspective by locating 

them in public and political discourse. I argued that diligence is not only a tactic used to 

navigate precarity, but the tactic is one promoted by a neoliberal discourse that reinforces this 

very precarity by de-emphasising the role of structural inequalities. Such discourse tends to 

place disproportionate responsibility and blame on individuals for their life circumstances. My 

participants insisted that their own hard work would help them “succeed”. This was much in 

line with the government’s rhetoric that youth would not be idle if only they were more hard-

working and entrepreneurial (Chipika 2012:84). I problematised this emphasis in the context 

of the myth of meritocracy. 

     This analysis is consistent with Bourdieu's (e.g. 1977:494) argument that the reproduction 

of social inequality is built into how social institutions, like education, function, but in a 

deceptive way: it is not meant to appear to people that the system is, in fact, what we might call 

‘rigged’, but instead it appears that everyone has equal chances at succeeding in it. All 

occupational training I came across inculcated in learners the idea that a good work ethic is the 

path to success, when it appears it is but a contributing factor to social mobility and perhaps 

neither a necessary, nor sufficient one. 

     My interlocutors both embodied and questioned this “appearance of meritocracy” (Sullivan 

2002:146). Many reported that hard work was important but that, even with a tertiary degree, 

many jobs would be unavailable to them. Socio-political connections are crucial for Sierra 

Leoneans who wish to obtain the prestigious jobs that circulate in small networks. Foremost, 

people adopt the diligence tactic as it is the path to potential social mobility that they have 

easiest access to. Gaining access to the right social circles (improving social capital), or gaining 

the economic capital to go to university and acquire cultural capital are markedly more difficult. 

     As their use of diligence and the other tactics show, my interlocutors have vast potential, 

immense creativity and significant drive. But they are also up against forces greater than 

themselves, including postcolonial dependency structures, a corrupt state and unequal 

distribution of resources. Structural inequality cannot be solved only by even the most creative 

solutions crafted 'on ground', if there are not resources and beneficial structures surrounding 

these. A multi-level approach is necessary (Rakodi and Lloyd-Jones 2002:19).  

     The tactic of co-operation illustrates potential that might assist in bringing about the 

structural change necessary. I have concluded it is difficult for single individuals to create 
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substantial change, but people joining together can create a louder voice demanding economic 

justice and better opportunities for all to move through social space in accordance with their 

aspirations. It is worth noting that the very concept of social mobility, devoid of context, risks 

feeding a neoliberal rhetoric that presupposes inequality and ignores questions of distribution. 

In a just and equal society that guarantees social and economic security, social 'mobility' is 

unnecessary. We should not dismiss the potential of informal workers for political mobilisation 

towards greater economic justice (Lindell 2010:2). 

 

Further research 

I have developed analytical tools that may give rise to further avenues for research into under-

realised capacities for navigating precarious labour markets. The concept of resilience capital 

may be useful in exploring countervailing capacities for agency in social inequality 

reproduction. Likewise, the tactics of flexibility, re-framing, co-operation, and diligence might 

be utilised by actors in other labour markets and contexts characterised by poverty and 

precarity, not only in West Africa, and this is worthy of further research.  

     Further research is required on the demand side of the labour market for tailors and traders 

in Sierra Leone. Prima facie at least, it appears there is an oversupply of tailors in Freetown 

and surrounds, limiting the prospects of tailoring students and apprentices. Issues with 

oversupply may also affect trading. The small-scale traders in everyday items that I came across 

often sold similar, if not identical, goods in their respective categories and are hence subject to 

intense competition and low profit margins. 

     The study has both confirmed known problems in the TVET system and identified new 

ones. In the 2012 State of the Youth Report by the Sierra Leone government, it was concluded 

that “the TVET system has not been able to respond to the market needs”, largely as a result of 

marginal funding, a lack of a national framework and a narrow scope of occupations taught 

(Chipika 2012:45), and similar initiatives in other West African countries have faced 

comparable criticisms (Ahadzie 2009:264ff). The 2012 State of the Youth Report also noted 

TVET was maladapted to the numeracy and English literacy level of students. This study tends 

to support these findings and the impetus for reviewing these arrangements and associated 

development policy. I further suggested that apprenticeships may be more effective than formal 

TVET due to the greater social capital developed. 

     This study found reason to investigate further the potential for TVET to undermine its own 

aims of liberating marginalised women due to the association between marginalised women 
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and TVET and hence the connotations TVET certification might retain. Reports of sexual 

relations between teachers and vulnerable students in TVET also suggests additional 

examination should be done in this area. 

     Also arising from this study and worthy of further investigation is the potential issue that 

tailor shops might perpetuate unemployment by contributing to unpaid post-training work that 

crowds out paid employment. 

     Finally, there is much room for further research that addresses the social and structural 

conditions inhibiting labour market advancement in Sierra Leone, and ways to address social 

issues outside employment. Enria and Batmanglich warn against "over-confidence in 

employment creation as the panacea for peaceful intergenerational relations” (2014:7). While 

they write this in the context of the fear of conflict flaring up again, it speaks to the fact that 

material and economic enhancement must be attended by adequate social opportunities in order 

to create sustainable and long-term increase in life chances for the many. A wish for self-worth 

and sense of being valued in society is at the core of many people’s livelihood pursuits. Job 

creation must be accompanied by adequate opportunities for people to develop a sense of self-

esteem and belonging. I have shown that occupational training can fill this purpose, but for 

some more than others. The goal of social and economic security is not reached if formal 

employment can only offer what Hübinger would call precarious prosperity, and not a more 

reliable increase in well-being. Hence, how more jobs can be created, how these jobs can be 

attended by adequate remuneration and employment security, and what social change is 

necessary to make this possible so that all may feel valuable in society, irrespective of 

vocational and employment status, are all questions that should be addressed in further 

research. 
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Interviews 

(NB: all names are pseudonyms, ages are at time of interview, listed in order interviewed.) 

1. Mohammed. Tailor. Age: 27. Man. (1st Interview). January 26, 2020. 23 min. 

Interviewed by the writer. Interview in writer’s possession. 

2. Mohammed (2nd Interview). February 2, 2020. 63 min. Interviewed by the writer. 

Interview in writer’s possession. 

3. Vandi. Founder of TVET institution. Age: 40. Man. February 10, 2020. 68 min. 

Interviewed by the writer. Interview in writer’s possession. 

4. Alusine. Tailor and TVET teacher. Age: 35. Man. February 17, 2020. 67 min. 

Interviewed by the writer. Interview in writer’s possession. 

5. Omar. Senior tailor apprentice. Age: 22. Man. February 20, 2020. 45 min. 

Interviewed by the writer. Interview in writer’s possession. 

6. Fatmata. TVET and high school student. Age: 20. Woman. February 22, 2020. 31 

min. Interviewed by the writer. Interview in writer’s possession. 

7. Musu. Tailor apprentice. Age: 30. Woman. February 22, 2020. 51 min. Interviewed 

by the writer. Interview in writer’s possession. 

8. Aisha. Tailor apprentice. Age: 22. Woman. February 23, 2020. 48 min. Interviewed 

by the writer. Interview in writer’s possession. 

9. Michael. Trader. Age: 25. Man. March 2, 2020. 65 min. Interviewed by the writer. 

Interview in writer’s possession. 

10. Isatu. Trader. Age: 37. Woman. March 3, 2020. 64 min. Interviewed by the writer. 

Interview in writer’s possession. 

11. Mary. Trader. Age: 28. Woman. March 3, 2020. 37 min. Interviewed by the writer. 

Interview in writer’s possession. 

12. Binta. Trader and student. Age: 26. Woman. March 5, 2020. 110 min. Interviewed by 

the writer. Interview in writer’s possession. 

13. Titi. Tailor apprentice and former TVET student. Age: 18. Woman. March 9, 2020. 

67 min. Interviewed by the writer. Interview in writer’s possession. 
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14. Abdul. Trader apprentice. Age: 22. Man. March 11, 2020. 92 min. Interviewed by the 

writer. Interview in writer’s possession. 

15. Rogiatu. Trader. Age: 65. Woman. March 13, 2020. 70 min. Interviewed by the 

writer. Interview in writer’s possession. 
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